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Executive Summary

For millennia, the prairies of Minnesota and Dakota County were maintained by climate, fire, and
grazing. The main grazer and keystone animal of the prairies and savanna were American plains bison
(Bison bison bison). To date, Dakota County has not utilized grazing in its efforts to restore and manage
prairie and oak savanna. The scientific literature documents the numerous beneficial impacts that bison
had on these natural communities. Bison could serve as an effective prairie management tool as the
County restores and manages prairie within its parks. This report describes the benefits and risks of
reintroducing bison, presents the project requirements, including preliminary costs, and analyzes
potential sites for reintroducing bison.

Project Purpose

Proposal

The proposal being considered is the reintroduction of a bison herd within the Dakota County Park
system.

Goals

The primary goal for reintroducing bison into the County Park system is to help achieve its natural
resource goal of establishing diverse, resilient, and sustainable ecosystems, specifically, the prairie
ecosystem. A secondary goal for a bison herd is to enhance park visitor experience, providing
opportunities to view and learn about bison, the ecosystem that they are a part of, and the strong
historical relationship that the animal had with the Native American culture of the area.

Principles

A bison reintroduction project is based on the following natural resource principles as presented in the
Natural Resource Management System Plan.

e Natural resources and natural communities exist as interrelated, dynamic systems that have
developed over thousands of years.

e Natural areas and habitat have been significantly lost, fragmented and degraded.

e Natural processes have been disrupted, resulting in degradation (diminished function and
reduced benefits).

e Natural resource management is necessary to halt and reverse the trends of degradation.

e Biodiversity is an important measure of site quality, community resilience and biotic potential

Benefits

There are numerous benefits to reintroducing bison within the County’s park system. These benefits
can be categorized in two areas, ecological and visitor services:

e Ecological




Bison promote biodiversity through multiple mechanisms. Bison feed selectively on dominant
grasses and focus their grazing in patches. Forbs that might otherwise lose the competition for
light against dominant grasses get a chance to grow. Bison play a unique role in seed dispersal
by actively and passively spreading seeds. The composition of species found inside bison
wallows can vary greatly from the surrounding prairie. By boosting diversity in plant
communities, bison grazing may enhance ecosystem function and stability, a key goal for natural
resources within the County Park system (see page 14 for additional information on the
ecological benefits).

e Visitor Services.
Bison are charismatic animals that will attract additional visitors, providing opportunities to
learn about the park, the rare prairie ecosystem and this large native animal that no longer
roams the landscape. These benefits are aligned with the goals presented in the Parks Visitor
Services Plan system (see page 20 for additional information on the visitor service benefits).

Recommendations

Based on the conclusions found in the feasibility study, the most viable option for bison reintroduction is
Spring Lake Park Reserve. This park could provide a bison range of approximately 150 contiguous acres
of prairie, creating habitat for a year-round 30 bison herd that is procured at no cost in partnership with
the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd Partnership. The recommendation is based on the park’s
location and numerous access points to the proposed range that make monitoring and management
both efficient and effective. Electricity and water sources are available for the bison-required
infrastructure. The eastern section of the proposed range would provide an ideal location for the animal
handling facility. It is secluded and has an access road to it. There is infrastructure to accommodate
visitors, including parking, restrooms and the regional greenway.

Two site concepts are presented for a bison range at this park. Concept One (Figure ES 1) is
approximately 150 acres in size and would allow the bison to roam freely through the range. Concept
Two (Figure ES 2), is approximately 141 acres in size, utilizes a three-paddock system, which would
require moving the bison between paddocks. If bison are reintroduced, they will be improving 83% of
the prairie in the park.

The Metropolitan Regional Park Policy Plan designates park reserves (such as Spring Lake Park Reserve)
as units of larger acreage of which 80% is required to be managed as natural lands that protect the
ecologic function of the native landscape. Bison fit well into the park reserve protection and
stewardship policy objectives. The Policy Plan further states that park reserves serve a diversity of
outdoor recreation needs. The reintroduction of bison will provide park visitors enhanced outdoor
recreation and education opportunities.

The bison range as depicted in both conceptual models are compatible with the adopted 2005 Spring
Lake Park Reserve Master Plan. The plan illustrates several visitor service capital improvements in the
vicinity, but outside of the conceptual bison range. These include an archery range, the Village, lodge,
and group camp. The proximity of the bison to these visitor service improvements add value and
enhance experience for park visitors. A Master Plan update for SLPR was initiated in 2019 and will be
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brought to the County Board in 2020 for adoption. If the County Board directs staff to proceed with a
bison project within this park, the new Master Plan will incorporate and plan for the bison herd.
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Project Requirements

There are three project requirement categories: bison, containment, and visitor services.
Bison

There are two options for obtaining bison; there is the possibility of contracting with a private entity to
provide the County with bison for a few months during the growing season, or the recommended
alternative where the County could join the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd partnership (MBCHP),
which would provide it with bison obtained from this herd (see page 50 for additional information). To
maintain a healthy and content bison herd, proper nutrition and water must be available. SLPR
contains the required prairie and existing wells can provide water.

Containment

The fencing design that is being recommended is made up of five-strand high tensile wire, with
approximately 12 inches between strands for a total fence height of six feet. This fencing will run the
perimeter of the bison range. In addition, there will be a second fence inside the perimeter fence at
certain locations where there is a risk of people coming into contact with the bison by reaching inside of
the perimeter fence (see page 53 for additional information).

Visitor Services

The Visitor Services Plan highlights the desire to provide greater environmental awareness, discovery,
and understanding for park visitors and to increase the number of people visiting the County parks. A
bison herd would be a unique educational asset that can help tell the story of the County’s historic
natural communities, ecological concepts, and the rich Native American culture that has been in this
area for thousands of years. The SLPR contains trails, parking lots, restrooms, & picnicking facilities to
accommodate people who visit the park to view and learn about the bison (see page 69 for additional
information).

Operation /Capital Expenses and Funding

Capital Expenses. The following table presents preliminary capital costs for the bison-related project
components for each SLPR concept, based on the draft site ranges presented and on the method of
bison procurement.

Total bison

Total bison related
related infrastructure
infrastructure without
Handling w/ handling handling
facility facility facility
Bison Bison Total including Greenway [ (includes 25% | (includes 25%
fence - fence - |perimeter squeeze Cattleguard | Water Storage |realignment| inflation and | inflation and
primary | safety fencing | corral shoot Gates for roads |provision| building | expense contingency) | contingency)
Site
SLPR - Concept
One $36,216 | $18,612 | $ 54,828 | $5,000 | $ 400,000 | $5,850 [ $ 39,000 | $ 19,100 | $14,000 | $ 577,000 |$ 1,393,472 |$S 893,472
SLPR - Concept
Two $40,543 | $13,214 | $ 53,757 | $5,000 | $ 400,000 | $7,150 | $ 23,400 | $ 33,300 | $14,000 S 670,607 | $ 170,607

TABLE ES 1. ESTIMATED BISON CAPITAL INFRASTRUCTURE COSTS PER SLPR CONCEPT

>
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Capital Funding

There are two legislative bodies that could recommend funding for a bison project. The Legislative-
Citizen Commission on Minnesota Resources (LCCMR) provides funding recommendations to the
legislature for environment and natural resource projects.

The second legislative body is the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council (LSOHC) which recommends
projects for funding from the Outdoor Heritage Fund. (See page 65 for additional information)

Possible County revenue sources include Environmental Legacy Fund (ELF) and Park Fund.
Operational Expenses

Staffing. It is anticipated a .5 FTE will be needed to manage herd-related activities, which would be
an expense of $47,312 (salary, benefits, computer, phone stipend).

Equipment supplies and services. Once established, a bison herd is relatively self-sufficient and
minimal inputs are required. Approximate annual expenses are calculated at $7,250.

Total annual operating expenses would come to $54,562, with the addition of onetime expenses for
project design, engineering, administration and inspection (see page 65 for additional information).

Potential Operational Funding
e Parks and Trails Legacy Fund
e  Metropolitan Council Operations and Maintenance
e Environmental Legacy Fund (ELF)
e Fee based revenue funding
e Dakota County levy

Potential Partnerships

A bison project at SLPR could provide an opportunity to partner with other organizations.

Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd Partnership (MBCHP). This partnership is made up of the
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources and the Minnesota Zoo. As a partner in this effort,
Dakota County would receive bison offspring from other sites in the partnership that have no
detectable cattle genes. The bison would become a permanent component of the prairie and the park
and would be on-site 12 months of the year, providing greater ecological benefits and year-round
opportunities for viewing and interpretive programs. As a partner, Dakota County would receive bison
at no cost. In addition, the other partners would bring expertise to the County’s design refinement
process and could provide herd management consulting. A State grant proposal may be looked upon
more favorably if Dakota County was helping the MBCHP to achieve its State-wide goals.

10
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Corporate Sponsorship. There may be an opportunity to attract a corporate sponsor or donation for
Capital and operational expenses associated with a bison project.

Risks Assessment

The Office of Risk Management led an Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) process to identify potential
positive and negative risks associated with a bison reintroduction project. A group of internal and
external stakeholders and content experts participated in two workshops and identified 31 potential
individual risks and opportunities within four risk categories: 1) Public, 2) Park Facilities, 3) Staff, and 4)
Bison. The treatments identified for each of the risks will be used in the design refinement and
operational planning process to minimize these risks (see page 47 for additional information on the ERM
process).

Next Steps

Subject to the Dakota County Board of Commissioners direction to advance bison reintroduction at
Spring Lake Park Reserve, the following are the recommended next steps:

1. Staff will refine the design for the bison range and develop an updated capital cost estimate.

2. Staff will design associated visitor service improvements including an associated cost estimate.

3. Staff will develop an implementation plan, a bison owner’s/operational manual, and a safety
manual.

4. Staff will contact the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd Partnership to understand the
associated partnership terms and responsibilities of the County

5. Staff will prepare and submit grant proposal(s) to the Legislative-Citizen Commission on
Minnesota Resources and Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council.

6. Staff will conduct a public engagement process to solicit project input.

7. Staff will return to the Board at a future meeting with an update to the items above.

11
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Reintroducing American Plains Bison to Dakota County
Parks:

A Feasibility Study

Friends of Neal Smith National Wildlife Refuge

[ QN T8 A » - W IATY

“Nothing is more priceless and more worthy of
preservation than the rich array of animal life with
which our country has been blessed. It is a many faceted
treasure, of value to scholars, scientists,
and nature lovers alike, and it farms a vital part
of the heritage we all share as Americans.”

PRESIDENT RICHARD NIXON—STATEMENT UPON SIGNING THE
ENDANGERED SPECIES ACT, DECEMBER 28, 1973

12

Dbz

____/"-___—"\I

forever wild
PARKS



Introduction

On January 22, 2019, the Dakota County Board of Commissioners authorized a feasibility study for
reintroducing American plains bison (Bison bison bison) to the County park system (#19-037). The idea of
reintroducing a historic megafaunal species, bison, is being proposed as a component of the County’s
broader efforts to restore and manage heritage natural communities in the park system, as presented in
the Natural Resource Management System Plan.

A Missing Piece

For millennia, Dakota County consisted of vast expanses of prairie grasslands interspersed with periodic
interruptions of wetlands, islands of oak savanna, and pockets of big woods forest. Prior to European
immigrant settlement, Dakota County contained approximately 300,000 acres of prairie and savanna,
consisting of roughly 80 percent of the county. Historically, these communities were disturbance-driven,
primarily by three interacting drivers: climate, fire, and grazing. The interaction of these drivers resulted
in a mosaic of heterogeneous prairie and savanna plant species and communities across the Dakota
County landscape. The diversity of plants, in turn, provided the necessary habitat for a myriad number
of animal species, resulting in diverse, resilient, and sustainable ecosystems.

However, most of the County’s original prairie and savanna have been lost—a trend echoed across the
state. Minnesota retains less than two percent of its original 18 million acres of native prairie and prairie
complexes, of which very little is legally protected through conservation ownership or easements
(Marschner, F.J. 1974, MNDNR 2018). Fire suppression, land conversion, and extirpation of keystone
species are the main drivers of tallgrass prairie decline in the Midwest (Sampson and Knopf 1994).
Recreating and managing these ecosystems is the goal of much of the restoration activities of Dakota
County.

Reintroducing and utilizing the important ecosystem drivers are key to maximizing the success of the
prairie and oak savanna restoration taking place in the parks. Climate is ever present, if in a state of flux,
and fire has been reintroduced as a management tool. The one driver that is currently missing is grazing.

An Opportunity

Prairie is primarily a disturbance-driven landscape with three key interacting drivers: climate, fire, and
grazing (Steinauer and Collins 1996). This disturbance regime—and its impact on landscape structure
and function—provides land managers with key information on how to restore native

prairie. Climate determines growing season length, moisture availability, and temperature range. This
dictates locations (e.g., Dakota County) where prairies can exist—generally under conditions too dry for
forests, yet too wet for deserts. Fires favor grassland over forest by suppressing successional
encroachment of woody plants. Fire has been used both historically by indigenous people and
contemporarily by natural resource practitioners to manage prairies. Periodic fires mimic historic
conditions in southeast Minnesota, where drier weather and westerly winds produced seasonal fires.
Lastly, grazing produces a unique suite of biotic and abiotic effects such as plant species composition,
animal-mediated seed dispersal, and spatial heterogeneity (Knapp et al. 1999).
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Maximizing the ecological benefits and financial investments in habitat restoration will be greatly
enhanced if each of the main drivers are present. Reintroducing grazing disturbances would create a
more complete set of tools for the County’s natural resource restoration and management efforts.

Bison were the dominant grazers in North American tallgrass prairies prior to European settlement. An
estimated 30—60 million bison (Flores 1991, Shaw 1995) occupied the North American Great Plains prior
to the arrival of European Americans, and the cumulative effect of their grazing patterns were
instrumental in the maintenance of prairie vegetation. Bison were also culturally important to the
indigenous people, who managed the landscape in concert with wildlife grazing patterns (Kimmerer and
Lake 2001).

The bison population declined during the nineteenth century in the face of slaughter by European
settlers for food, hide, and sport (Isenberg 2000). The bison population was reduced to fewer than 1,000
individuals in the late 1880s. Conservation efforts and commercial ranch operations have returned that
number to around 500,000 bison within public and private herds today. However, genetic testing
estimates the number of “genetically pure” bison (i.e., those free of cattle gene introgression) to be
around 15,000 (Mersey 2017).

Over the last century, nonprofit and public organizations have reestablished and sustained bison herds
throughout the Great Plains states. Management goals vary among organizations: some aim to conserve
the species while others use bison as a tool for habitat restoration. However, these two goals are not
mutually exclusive. For example, the Minnesota Conservation Herd brings together a growing set of
partners under the banner goals to “manage and interpret bison as a natural resource, as part of the
prairie ecosystem” and “contribute to the overall conservation of American Plains bison” (MNDNR
2016). As the number of herds grows, so does the network of organizations with expertise and resources
for bison management.

Empirically-based knowledge of bison grazing within prairie ecosystems informs adaptive management
and continues to evolve. This review will highlight some fundamental ways in which bison alter the
physical and biological environment, leading to changes in plant and animal composition as well as
spatial heterogeneity. In addition, these beneficial effects will be placed in the context of creating
diverse, resilient, and sustainable prairies—a principle goal for Dakota County.

Grazing. Grazing by bison promotes biodiversity through multiple mechanisms. Bison feed selectively on
dominant grasses (Coppedge et al. 1998, Hartnett et al. 1996) and focus their grazing in patches
(Coppedge and Shaw 1998). In recently grazed areas, forbs that might otherwise lose the competition
for light against dominant grasses get a chance to grow (Collins et al. 1998). Meanwhile, grasses recover
between grazing events and persist in ungrazed areas. The result is a heterogeneous landscape with a
diverse collection of vegetation.

Reestablishment of bison grazing has been shown to reverse the diversity loss from frequent burning
regimes (Collins et al. 1998). Management techniques that incorporate both fire and grazing by bison
have been successfully implemented. For example, patch-burn grazing encourages landscape
heterogeneity through varied grazing intensities (Weir et al. 2013). In this regime, a portion of the
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prairie is burned on a rotating schedule, while post-fire regrowth attracts bison to the burned areas
(Allred et al. 2011).

By boosting diversity in plant communities, bison grazing may enhance ecosystem function and stability.
Grassland experiments at Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve in Isanti County, MN indicate that
plant diversity increases ecosystem productivity via niche complementarity (Tilman et al 2001).
Furthermore, data across Europe and North America show that grassland diversity bolsters the
resistance of productivity to change in the face of climate extremes (Isbell et al. 2015). Resistance to
change complements resilience (recovery from change) to maintain ecosystem function through time.

Movement and Seed Dispersal. As bison move throughout the prairie for grazing and other behaviors,
they play a unique role in seed dispersal by actively and passively spreading seeds. Although the
potential dispersal distance of prairie species is highly variable, it tends to be a relatively short distance
from the parent plant (Okube & Levin, 1989; Wilson, 1993). Long-distance dispersal over 100 meters is
less common and requires specific vectors, such as high-wind events or wide-ranging herbivores. Bison
mediate seed dispersal of graminoids and forbs through entanglement with their fur or via digestion
(Rosas et al. 2008). Moreover, many seeds adapted for abiotic modes of transportation (e.g., wind)
disperse further in the presence of large animals, such as bison (Nathan et al. 2008).

Long-range movement of seeds by bison has implications for species diversity and resilience. For
example, the natural movement of prairie species from high-quality remnant to lower-quality restored
areas (also known as “spillover”) promotes greater biodiversity. Researchers in western Minnesota
found that the ability of seeds to travel further resulted in a higher chance of spillover (Sperry et al.
2019). Dakota County has facilitated movement of seeds from remnant to restored areas with volunteer
efforts, which can be labor intensive and target only ripe plants at the time of volunteer/staff harvest.
However, bison-mediated dispersal could accomplish similar results and occur passively throughout the
seed ripening season. Spreading seeds to varied locations in the prairie increases the resilience of
species by promoting their proximal occurrence when locally unfavorable conditions arise.

Timing and species type also influence seed dispersal efficacy by bison. A study of hair samples clipped
from bison at Neal Smith Wildlife refuge showed much higher forb seeds per hair sample than
graminoids. Also, they estimate that an average adult female bison carries ~11,000 seeds each fall,
about half of which would detach over the winter, leading to bison-mediated frost seeding. Annual
shedding of fur, as well as wallowing, aides in deposition of the remaining seeds during the spring and
summer seasons (Eyheralde 2015).

Wallowing. Wallowing by bison—essentially, rolling around in the dirt—is a behavioral adaptation that
deters biting insects, removes molted fur, displays strength during the rut, and enhances
thermoregulation (McMillan et al. 2000; Lott 2002). Wallowing exposes and compacts soil over an
average area of about 15 feet across by one foot deep. It is estimated that 100 million of these
“wallows” could be found across the landscape prior to European settlement (McMillan et al. 2011).

The composition of species found inside wallows can vary greatly from the surrounding prairie (Polley
and Collins 1984). Exposed soil promotes the growth of early stage species that might otherwise be
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outcompeted by surrounding tall vegetation and litter, while soil compaction allows water to collect in
the spring. A study of wallow vegetation at Konza Prairie Biological Station found that 16 percent of
plant species at the site occurred only in wallows (McMillan et al. 2011). These disturbed microsites not
only promote local plant diversity but also increase heterogeneity across the prairie (Collins and Barber
1985, Hartnett et al. 1997).

Cascading Effects. Through their unique behaviors, bison fulfill the niche of a keystone species in prairie
ecosystems—having a proportionally greater impact on other components of the prairie compared to
other species. Both trophic (e.g., grazing) and non-trophic (e.g., wallowing) behaviors by bison often
result in a more optimal environment for other species. This can lead to a cascading effect, in which the
increased abundance and diversity of one component generates an overall net benefit for another.

Arthropods, which include insects and spiders, play an important role in prairie ecosystems, have been
shown to benefit from the presence of bison. Nickell et al. (2018) found that after wallows were
abandoned and vegetation re-established, the altered vegetation structure lead to higher species
richness for some arthropod groups. Moran (2014) reported herbivorous arthropod populations to be
three times higher in grazed plots than control plots. Arthropod abundance in turn supports the dietary
needs of many bird, small mammal, and amphibian species.

Grassland and shrubland songbird species benefit not only from increased food supply that include the
abundance of arthropods but also from the resulting landscape diversity created by bison grazing. Bird
species that utilize grassland during their life history (e.g., for nesting or foraging sites) respond to
differences in vegetation structure (Fisher & Davis 2010, Saab et al. 1995). As birds seek optimal habitat,
areas with higher heterogeneity may support more species (Hovick et al. 2014).

Bison Versus Cattle. The possibility of reintroducing bison for restoring and maintaining prairie raises
the question of whether alternate grazers would suffice. Cattle (Bos taurus) are often perceived as
fulfilling the same ecological niche as bison. However, key differences separate the two as potential
candidates for maintaining a diverse, sustainable, and resilient prairie. Several behaviors exhibited by
bison, which lead to greater biodiversity and heterogeneity, are not seen with cattle. These include
wallowing, forage preference, and cold tolerance (Hartnett et al. 1997). Another difference pertains to
risk of soil and wetland erosion—a common concern with grazing. Cattle are reported to spend more
time in floodplains and other wetland complexes (Smith et. al. 1992, Goodman et. al. 1989), while bison
use water more efficiently and prefer upland areas (Steuter 1995). Mitigating the risk of wetland
degradation by cattle through added infrastructure can prove costly (Holechek 1999), which reduces the
economic sustainability of that approach.

Outlook. This review has focused on the ecological benefits of bison, which are only part of the
equation. To make sound management decisions and gain public interest, agencies that manage public
herds consider the ecological, social, and economic impacts of reintroduction. These three components
align with prominent frameworks of sustainability (Gibson 2006). Furthermore, promoting sustainability
is noted as a guiding principle of Dakota County’s 2030 Park System Plan (Dakota County Office of
Planning 2008).
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Based on the growing body of research illustrating the benefits of bison on prairie systems, bison
reintroduction would return a missing component of the landscape. When used in concert with other
management tools, bison would help restore diverse, sustainable, and resilient prairies to Dakota
County. Furthermore, reuniting a native keystone species to a native biome presents unique
opportunities for educational programming, as well as academic and organizational partnerships. These
potential social and economic implications of reintroducing bison are reviewed in the benchmarking
portion of this feasibility study.

The scientific literature provides information on the role that bison play in the life of the prairie and its
potential benefits as a tool in the County’s natural resource restoration and management activities. The
next section will examine existing pertinent County plans and documents to determine if they support
the concept of bison reintroduction.

The Institutional Foundation for Reintroducing Bison

Land use changes and the introduction of non-native species have greatly reduced, altered, and
simplified Dakota County’s natural communities and with it the loss of important ecological services and
functions. As a result, restoration and management are required to reverse this trend by improving
biodiversity and returning the natural processes that were integral to the sustainability of the County’s
historic natural ecosystems.

Dakota County has made great strides in restoring and managing its parks. Current activities that control
exotic invasive species and that install native plants are designed to increase the diversity of native
species in the parks. Identifying and ensuring that the historic natural processes are present is also an
important piece of the natural resource improvement puzzle. Historically, there were three main
process drivers that maintained the County’s ecosystems. Precipitation, drought, wind, and other
climatic attributes served to provide new disturbances and conditions that were constant components
of native ecosystems.

Another important driver of the prairie and savanna systems in Dakota County was fire. County Natural
Resource staff utilize fire as a management tool in all the parks in the effort to recreate the original
conditions that supported these natural systems. Fire kills encroaching woody plants, removes built up
thatch, exposes mineral soil for seed germination, and returns nutrients to the soil for use by growing
plants.

A third historic process was grazing, which has not yet been reintroduced or utilized as a prairie
management tool. The scientific literature, presented in the opportunity section of the Introduction,
provides evidence that reintroducing bison, which once roamed the prairies and savannas of Minnesota
and Dakota County, would be another effective tool in driving these natural communities toward the
desired future of diverse, resilient, and sustainable systems.
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The Natural Resource Management System Plan (NRMSP) presented information on how the natural
resources within the County parks got to the current state. It also provided a desired future and the
principles, goals, and activities to arrive at this future. To be successful, County natural resource
practitioners need a large array of approaches and tools to restore and manage these complex natural
systems. Bison, through their grazing, wallowing, rubbing and other behaviors, can assist staff in
achieving diverse and resilient prairies and savannas and in achieving the vision of the NRMSP.

There are several foundational and adopted documents which support the strategy of reintroducing
bison to Dakota County. With documents like the parks mission statement, the NRMSP, and the Visitor
Services Plan, a case can be made that the reintroduction of bison can further both the mission and the
goals of the Dakota County Parks Department. The following are taken directly from existing
documents:

Dakota County Parks Mission:

To enrich lives by providing high quality recreation and education opportunities in harmony with
natural resource preservation and stewardship

Natural Resource Management System Plan

One of the service provisions of the Dakota County Parks Department is to realize the vision that was
developed for the Natural Resource Management System Plan (NRMSP). It was adopted by the Dakota
County Board of Commissioners in 2017 and serves as the natural resource guide for County staff. The
plan states the following:

The water, vegetation, and wildlife of Dakota County parks, greenways, and easements will be
managed to conserve biodiversity, restore native habitats, improve public benefits, and
achieve resilience [emphasis added] and regionally outstanding quality, now and for future
generations. (p. 3)

The NRMSP presents several principles, goals, and activities that support both the vision and the idea of
reintroducing grazing generally and bison specifically to the park system.

4.1 Natural Resource Management.
A strong commitment is made to stewarding and improving natural communities:

Good stewardship includes maintaining, enhancing and restoring ecosystems
[emphasis added] to be well-suited to local conditions to ensure that plants and animals
have the greatest chance of surviving. The County has been and will continue to
promote ecological restoration to ensure natural resources are managed well. (p.29)

4.4 Long-term Management.
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This section identifies the importance of disturbance within ecosystems and while it lands
somewhat short of recommending grazing, it acknowledges it as a disturbance mechanism.

Typical long-term management tasks include spot-herbiciding of invasive plants, re-
seeding disturbed or poorly developing areas, re-planting woody plants that have died,
and maintaining appropriate ecosystem disturbances to perpetuate a diverse and
resilient plant community. Most ecosystems need some type of disturbance that
removes dead plant material, regenerates many plant species, and opens up new
habitats for plants and animals to perpetuate themselves or to maintain diversity.
Controlled burns in fire-dependent communities (prairies, savannas, wetlands, and
some woodlands), which mimic wildfire, are a common tool to achieve this objective.
Harvesting hay from prairies, which mimics grazing, can also be effective [emphasis
added]. (p.32)

As discussed in the previous section, the scientific literature identifies bison and their behavior as an
important disturbance driver for prairies and savannas.

The NRMSP presents principles and goals that support the idea of utilizing all available methods to
improve the ecological health of the parks, including grazing. Those that pertain to the issue addressed
in this study are included below.

10.1. Principles
10.1.1. Foundational Principles of Natural Resources Management
Foundational natural resource management principles include [in part]:

Natural areas and habitat have been significantly lost, fragmented and degraded.
Natural processes have been disrupted, resulting in degradation (diminished function
and reduced benefits).

Natural resource management is necessary to halt and reverse the trends of
degradation.

Biodiversity is an important measure of site quality, community resilience and biotic
potential. (p. 92)

10.3 Goals
10.3.1. Vegetation Management Goals in Parks [in part]

Follow best management practices and latest scientific methods to achieve success
Maintain vegetation perpetually in restored areas (p.93)

11.3.1.3. Maintain All Existing and Newly Restored Areas

In order to protect natural resources investments already made, the County will provide
perpetual management for all existing and newly restored County natural areas... If forb
diversity is too low, take steps to increase forb diversity. (p.103)

11.4. Implementing tier 2 management
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While Tier 1 activities are the County’s top priorities for natural resource management (Section
11.3), Tier 2 represents other important activities that will help achieve the longer-term goals of
this NRMSP. (p.113)

11.4.3. Tier 2 Wildlife Management in Parks

Wildlife management will focus on collaboration with partners to protect and manage habitat
outside County lands, expansion of wildlife studies, beginning species re-introductions
[emphasis added], and continued wildlife monitoring. (p.113)

Table 24. Tier 2 Wildlife Management in Parks.
e  Work with partners and owners of adjacent or large nearby natural areas to protect and
manage habitat outside of parks
e Expand wildlife studies to include other important species
o Re-introduce select wildlife species that are not currently living in parks but once did
[emphasis added]
e Continue wildlife monitoring programs (p.113)

Summary of Relevance to the NRMSP. The NRMSP is the guiding document for how the natural
resources will be restored and managed in the County park system. The vision, principles, and goals
developed for and presented in the NRMSP provide the foundation and the intellectual thought map to
put the natural resources within the parks on a trajectory toward a desired future condition: that of
diverse, resilient, and sustainable ecosystems.

Dakota County Parks Visitor Services Plan

Another service provision of the Parks Department is providing educational and recreational
opportunities for park visitors. The Dakota County Parks Visitor Services Plan (VSP), adopted in October
2017, provides some tacit support for reintroducing bison, from a park visitor’s point of view.

Parks Visitor Services Plan Goals: The following major goals emerged from this process:
* Encourage and support healthy people and healthy communities

* Inspire greater environmental awareness and understanding [emphasis added]
* Provide services and opportunities that are relevant and accessible to more people
* Make the best use of investments in the park system

* Provide services in cost effective, responsive manner (p.i)

The Vision for Visitor Services:
Dakota County Parks Visitor Services offer affordable and relevant services that enrich
the park experience, draw new visitors, and promote good stewardship of parks natural
and financial resources (p. iv).

Guiding Principles for this Plan
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The Visitor Services Plan was prepared in tandem with the County’s Natural Resources
Management Plan for the parks system and conservation easements. These planning projects
informed each other as they developed, with attention to striking a healthy balance in
preserving park natural resources while encouraging public use [presented in part]. (p.5)

2. Build Nature Appreciation: Nature-based parks and visitor services build appreciation
of natural resource systems through discovery, learning, and recreation in natural
settings.

3. Seek Multiple Benefits of Stewardship: Natural resource management provides
cleaner air and water, biological diversity, native species habitat, improved visitor
experience, community attractiveness, and public appreciation for natural resources.

4. Build Synergy: Nature-based parks can and should build synergy between visitor
services and resource management through events, education, volunteerism,
marketing, and thoughtful design.

5. Engage the Public: Natural resource management on County land should recognize
public values and preferences, and provide opportunities for public engagement on
resource management, education, and volunteerism.

6. Serve Communities: Parks can strengthen communities and serve more current and
potential park users by offering appealing and compatible visitor services, such as
events, education, and volunteerism.

7. Use Multiple Approaches: Parks can provide high quality visitor services by employing
improved business practices, diverse funding sources, coordination with other
providers, partnerships, and innovative approaches.

8. Become Known: A clear system identity and contemporary marketing approaches are
essential to building familiarity with and interest in parks. (p.5)

Community Interests and Needs. Community engagement is a central part of planning the
future of visitor services. A variety of engagement methods were used in the development of
this plan including surveys, workshops, and dialogue groups. A comprehensive description and
analysis of those community engagement methods can be found in Chapter VI.

Major themes that surfaced regarding community interest and needs include: (presented in
part) (p.11)
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o Adding new or novel services, facilities, and amenities that help visitors connect
with nature are desired [emphasis added]. Suggestions included events appropriate
for the setting, new forms of recreational equipment rental, and gathering areas to
accommodate passive group activities.

e Expanding and creating new educational programs are favored by many
community members, especially those that are current users of the park system
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[emphasis added]. Partnerships were frequently suggested to expand the reach of
programs to schools and other community organizations. (p. 11)

Opportunities by Service Area.
Awareness, Outreach, and Customer Service (p.14)
e Enhancing public awareness of parks emerged as a common theme [emphasis
added]. Especially for under-represented populations, the lack of awareness is
perhaps the most significant barrier to visiting a Dakota County park as well as a
major factor in creating a welcoming park.
e Multi-lingual and culturally-aware services are necessary to serve an increasingly
diverse community.
e Improvements to the park facility reservation process and policies related to timing
may be needed.
e According to the anecdotal web survey, improvements are needed to the
reservation and booking process for campgrounds and facilities. (p.14)

Outdoor Education
e The public has a strong expectation for outdoor education opportunities from
Dakota County Parks [emphasis added]. City park providers mentioned in
stakeholder interviews that County Parks are better suited for outdoor education
than their systems.
e Surveys demonstrate strong public expectations for outdoor education
opportunities from Dakota County Parks [emphasis added]. (p.14)

Awareness and Outreach Outcomes:
Awareness and outreach efforts will result in an anticipated 5% increase in park visitation, or
50,000 visitors, over five years with over 6,000 new park users to the park. (p.18)

Education Outcomes:

Outdoor education programming will reach more people and new audiences while expanding
throughout the park system providing opportunities to further health and wellness as well as
connections to the natural world. (p.20)

Summary. The Visitor Services Plan highlights the desire to provide greater environmental awareness,
discovery, and understanding for park visitors and to increase the number of people visiting the County
parks. A bison herd would be a unique educational asset that can help tell the story of the County’s
historic natural communities, ecological concepts, and the rich Native American culture that has been in
this area for thousands of years. Bison were an important component of the environment and human
culture. If the introduction of bison herds in both Minnesota State Parks and the Belwin Conservancy are
examples by which to predict how a bison herd would impact visitor numbers, the County Park that has
a bison herd would experience a relatively large increase in people visiting to view, experience, and
learn about the bison.
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Conclusion. The principles and goals for the County park system as presented in the Dakota County
NRMSP and the VSP demonstrate support for reintroducing bison to a park in the County’s park system
for the ecological and visitor services benefits that they could provide.

If the scientific literature and existing parks planning documents support the concept of reintroducing
bison for the ecological and cultural benefits that they would provide, it would be informative to explore
the experiences of similar agencies that have implemented bison projects. The next section will present
information about other agencies that have established bison herds.

Benchmarking

Utilizing grazing generally and bison specifically in prairie/savanna restoration and management is not a
new concept or approach. There are several agencies in the Midwest that currently have bison and
experience working with this animal that can serve as examples for Dakota County. This benchmarking
exercise highlights seven organizations that have bison. These agencies have established a bison herd
primarily for conservation reasons and not solely as an animal exhibit. That is not to say visitors cannot
or do not have the ability to view and learn about them but that is not the primary reason why the herds
were established. To evaluate the applicability of each agency’s bison herd to Dakota County’s situation,
many factors were examined. Particularly, general information about the site’s infrastructure (e.g.,
range size and configuration, fencing, gates, handling facility), herd information and management, and
visitor services related to bison were evaluated. The agencies/sites surveyed include the following:

e Battelle Darby Creek, Galloway, Ohio

e (Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve, East Bethel, Minnesota
e Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge, Prairie City, lowa

e Belwin Conservancy, Afton, Minnesota

e Minneopa State Park, Mankato, Minnesota

e Jester Park, Granger, lowa

e Sandhill Wildlife Area, Babcock, Wisconsin

The first section presented below contains basic attributes of each of these organizations’ bison herd in
a diagrammatic format. This format was chosen to provide a clearer picture of the site and the herd it
contains. The second section provides more detailed information on how these agencies address
pertinent issues such as seasonal versus year-round herd, supplemental water and feed, public and staff
safety, outreach and education, infrastructure, partnerships, and monitoring.
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Battelle Darby Creek
Galloway, Ohio

55 Summary

The bison at Battelle Darby Creek
Park graze on warm-season and cool
-season pasture throughout the year.
With the help of the Columbus Zoo,
males are periodically introduced to
ensure genetically diverse offspring.

Enclosure Acres

Year Established 2011

Initial Herd Size 6

Current Herd Size |12 A nature center and public greenway
near the enclosure allow the public
Male:Female Ratio |1:10 to safely view the bison. Monthly

educational programs have continu-
ously been well attended

Warm season and

Ecosystem Type o
cool season prairie

FIGURE 1. BATTELLE DARBY CREEK

forever wild
PARKS
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Battelle Darby Creek

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Handling Area
3) Greenway

4) Greenway Gates

Bison Fence

Length: 2.4 miles
The bison enclosure consists of wo-
ven wire and wooden posts, with a
hot wire above and below. A wooden
fence adds an added buffer along the
greenway bisecting the two prairies.

Handling Area
Battelle Darby has a close partner-
ship with The Wilds (1.e. the Colum-
bus Zoo). The Wilds helps to rotate
bison in and out of the herd, which
maintains a target size of ~12 bison.
Veterinary care, when needed, 1s pro-
vided by Ohio State.

Figure 2. Battelle Darby Creek
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Battelle Darby Creek

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Handling Area
3) Greenway

4) Greenway Gates

Greenway

The Darby Creek Greenway bisects
the east and west pastures of the bi-
son enclosure. This allows visitors to
be as close as 10 feet from the fence.
Subsequently, the USDA requires the
park to maintain a Class C Exhibitor
license.

Greenway Gates
A series of double gates and wooden
fence allows park staff to move the
bison safely between pastures and
across the greenway. The herd 1s
moved 1n the winter and fall, as well
as several times throughout the sum-
mer.

Figure 3. Battelle Darby Creek

forever wild
PARKS
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Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve
East Bethel, Minnesota

D Bison Fence

O Observation Platform

Summary
Cedar Creek’s herd 1is provided an-
nually by NorthStar Bison. and
graze the oak savannas during the

Enclosure Acres 210

Year Established 2018

summer months. Researchers specu-
late bison grazing will enhance oak
regeneration in the savanna ecosys-

Initial Herd Size 32

Current Herd Size |17 tem by reducing fuel load and com-
petition. CCESR also provides bison
Male:Female Ratio |All male related programming to the public,

which reached over 1,500 people in

Ecosystem Type Oak Savanna 2018.

Figure 4. Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve
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Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Double Gates

3) Supplemental Water
4) Observation Platform

Bison Fence

Length: 2.7 miles
The perimeter fence was constructed
1n 2017 by outside contractors. It
consists of 48” woven wire attached
to 3” steel posts. There 1s a 12” open-
ing at the bottom to allow for wildlife
to pass through.

Double Gates
There are two gates at each entrance
along the northern boundary of the
enclosure. Gates are closed and
locked at all times while bison are
present, and remain open in the off-
season.

Figure 5. Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve
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forever wild
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Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Double Gates

3) Supplemental Water
4) Observation Platform

Supplemental Water
CCESR has designated two areas
with a total of three 300-gallon
troughs. The pumps at each well are
powered by a solar panel or portable
generator. Troughs are secured on
each side with wooden and metal
posts.

Observation Platform
The gazebo, which is located along
Fish Lake Trail, is open to the public
several days each month. During

these times, naturalists are on hand to

provide information. The structure
itself was constructed by a local
scout troop.

FIGURE 6. CEDAR CREEK ECOSYSTEM SCIENCE RESERVE
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Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge
Prairie City, Iowa

D Bison Fence

Handling Area

Enclosure Acres 800

Year Established 1992-1996

Initial Herd Size 30

Current Herd Size [50-70

Male:Female Ratio |1:1

Tallgrass prairie

Ecosystem Type
and streams

FIGURE 7. NEAL SMITH WILDLIFE REFUGE
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forever wild
PARKS
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Summary
The Neal Smith bison and elk herds
are located on restored tallgrass
prairie. The bison herd is also part
of the national FWS genetics pro-
gram. A management regime of
patch burn grazing in the enclosure
stimulates native vegetation, and re-
duces residual litter and non-natives.
Visitors can enter the enclosure (in
their vehicles) along an auto tour
route that bisects east-west.



Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence
2) Auto Tour
3) Handling Area

Bison Fence

Length: 6 miles
The fence consists of 8-foot tall wo-
ven wire with wooden posts. The ref-
uge proposed doubling the size of the
enclosure, which would effectively
double the size of the herd. This ex-
pansion has yet to be implemented.

Auto Tour
A 5 mile auto tour encircles the
southern portion of bison and elk en-
closure. Visitors are required to stay
in their vehicle and on the road. Cat-
tle guards are located at each of the
two entrances to allow the gates to
remain open during hours.

FIGURE 8. NEAL SMITH WILDLIFE REFUGE
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Neal Smith Wildlife Refuge

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence
2) Auto Tour
3) Handling Area

Handling Area

The bison are corralled once a year to
obtain DNA samples, administer mi-
crochips, and reduce herd size. Bison
are donated to tribal herds and con-
servation organizations to develop a
sustainable population. Genetic test-
ing of the herd prevents inbreeding.

FIGURE 9. NEAL SMITH WILDLIFE REFUGE
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Belwin Conservancy
Afton. Minnesota

D Bison Fence

O Observation Platforms

Summary
Similar to Cedar Creek, Belwin
Conservancy has a close partnership
with Northstar bison out of Rice
Lake, Wisconsin. For over a decade.
Belwin has received an annual herd

Enclosure Acres 170

Year Established 2008

Initial Herd Size 25

of juvenile male bison, with marked

Current Herd Size |40 improvement to prairie quality. The
public makes thousands of visits to
Male:Female Ratio |All juvenile males their observation platforms each
year. The bison release in the spring
Ecosystem Type Tallgrass prairie draws in ~700 people.

FIGURE 10. BELWIN CONSERVANCY
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Belwin Conservancy

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Observation Platforms

Bison Fence 1 |

Length: 2.2 miles
The bison enclosure 1s made of wo-
ven wire fencing. The posts are even-
ly space and consist of about 3 metal
t-post for every wooden post. Rein-
forced fencing 1s used around the ob-
servation platforms.

Observation Platforms
A 20 foot platform and 6 foot acces-
sible deck are open each day from
dawn to dusk. Also, every year the
conservancy hosts the Belwin Bison
Festival, which includes the annual
release of bison coming from
Northstar.

FIGURE 11. BELWIN CONSERVANCY
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Minneopa State Park
Mankato. Minnesota

Enclosure Acres 335 Summary
Minneopa State Park has been
Year Established 2015 growing their bison herd over the

past few years, with a goal of 30-40
individuals. Only one mature male
will reside in the pasture at a time,
and be rotated every several years to

Initial Herd Size 11

Current Herd Size |30 ensure genetic diversity. The bison
are part of the growing Minnesota
Male:Female Ratio |1 Mature male Conservation Herd, which consists

of 130 genetically pure bison across
Ecosystem Type Tallgrass Prairie several locations.

FIGURE 12. MINNEOPA STATE PARK
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Minneopa State Park

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Cattle Guards

Bison Fence
Length: 4.5 miles
The fence 1s built of 6 strand wire,
metal posts, and t-posts. The park 1s
also 1n the process of designing and
constructing a humane handling fa-
cility.

Cattle Guards

Cattle guards provide access to visi-
tors along the internal auto route.
People are required to remain in their
vehicles along the 1.8 mile stretch of
road. The park has noted very few 1s-
sues between bison and visitors n-
side the enclosure.

FIGURE 43. MINNEOPA STATE PARK
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D Bison Fence

Handling Area

Jester Park

Granger, Iowa

O Observation Platforms

Enclosure Acres 19
Year Established 1968
Initial Herd Size 10

Current Herd Size

10 (plus 10 elk)

Male:Female Ratio

2:8 (1 juvenile M
and 1 mature M)

Ecosystem Type

Prairie

FIGURE 14. JESTER PARK
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Summary
The grazing herd at Jester Park con-
sist of 10 bison and 10 elk. Original-
ly. the herd grazed the total 19 acres
year-round. However, managers
switched to a high density, low du-
ration rotational grazing. This is ac-
complished with three separate pas-
tures and low burn frequency. Due
to the size and proximity of the visi-
tors to the enclosure, the park main-
tains a Class C exhibitors license.



Jester Park

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence
2) Handling Area

3) Observation Area and
Natural Playscape

Bison Fence

Length: 1.2 miles
The bison fence 1s constructed of 8’
woven wire and wooden posts. An
internal electric fence was added af-
ter an incident with a park visitor ~10
years ago. There have been no 1ssues
since.

Handling Area
This area 1s used to separate animals
from the herd or to administer veteri-
nary care. The park utilizes a local
vet, or the local zoo 1f tranquilization
1s needed. Culled bison are donated
to the local food pantry or auctioned
off.

FIGURE 15. JESTER PARK
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Jester Park

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence
2) Handling Area

3) Observation Area and
Natural Playscape

Observation Area and
Natural Playscape

Since bison and elk at Jester Park are
also an exhibition herd, strong em-
phasis 1s place on viewing and educa-
tional opportunities. Nature center
staff provide programs and events
throughout the year.

FIGURE 16. JESTER PARK
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Sandhill Wildlife Area

Babcock, Wisconsin

D Bison Fence

O Observation Platforms

Enclosure Acres 255 Summa ry
When Wisconsin DNR purchased

the Sandhill Wildlife Area in 1962,
the former owner donated his herd
of 12 bison. Currently, the herd

Year Established 1962

Sniptal Hexd Stoe e helps maintain oak savanna habitat,
and periodically receives a new mat-
Current Herd Size |15 ing bull. DNR staff has focused
some of its restoration efforts on
Male:Female Ratio |1 breeding male promoting wild lupine and karner
blue butterflies in the oak savanna
Ecosystem Type Oak Savanna pasture.

FIGURE 17. SANDHILL WILDLIFE AREA
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Sandhill Wildlife Area

Infrastructure

1) Bison Fence

2) Observation Platform

Bison Fence

Length: 3.7 miles
The entire property 1s surrounded by
16 miles of 10 foot tall, deer-proof
fencing. This more robust fence con-
stitutes the eastern boundary of the
bison enclosure, while the internal
fence 1s shorter woven wire.

Observation Platform
An observation tower located along a
the 14-mile Trumpeter Trail auto
route affords views of the bison sa-
vanna. Viewing the bison is cited as
one of the primary reasons people
visit the property.

FIGURE 18. SANDHILL WILDLIFE AREA
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(benchmarking cont.)
Seasonal Herd Versus Year-round Herd

Seasonal Herd. The duration that bison graze throughout the year dictates infrastructure
requirements, herd demographics, and organizational partnerships. For instance, Cedar Creek
Ecosystem Science Reserve (CCESR) and Belwin Conservancy each receive an all-male herd annually
from Northstar, which remains on the prairie/savanna from June to September. The brevity of the
bison’s stay eliminates the need for a handling/sorting area, onsite routine veterinary care, or genetic
testing.

Although a seasonal herd may reduce staff and infrastructure expenses, the needs of the herd must be
met throughout the season that they are onsite. This includes, but is not limited to, supplemental water
facilities and daily checks for apparent health concerns and the integrity of the infrastructure.
Depending on the organization that loans the bison, some management restrictions may be required.
For example, Northstar has requested that CCESR not use any chemicals in the enclosure that may be
harmful to bison.

The seasonal approach for introducing bison for prairie/savanna restoration is not very common.
However, it has proven to be a successful management strategy for Belwin, which continues a decade-
long partnership with Northstar. CCESR, which has received seasonal bison for two years, stated this
approach made sense in terms of current staffing and expenses. They also mentioned its utility as a way
to transition to a full-time herd.

Year-round Herd. Developing a year-round herd—whereby bison are initially introduced to the prairie
at lower numbers and are slowly grown annually to meet restoration goals—is more common among
conservation agencies than the seasonal herd approach. A year-round herd introduces the need to
manage demographics and genetic diversity. Since the herd is essentially an isolated metapopulation,
park staff must consider annual demographics of the dynamic herd, such as age class and sex ratios. At
lower population levels (e.g., 10-40 bison), the herd could consist of mostly females plus one juvenile
male and one mature male. When the mature male’s offspring reach maturity, he is removed from the
herd to prevent inbreeding.

Maintaining herd demographics, as well as animal health, requires a humane handling facility within the
bison enclosure. This infrastructure allows staff to administer microchips, take blood and hair samples,
and monitor health. The information gathered during these round-ups can be used to ensure genetic
diversity across multiple herds, in partnership with organizations like the Minnesota Bison Conservation
Herd or the North America Bison Genetics Project of the Wildlife Conservation Society. The handling
facility also aides in the culling process by concentrating the herd. Bison removed from the enclosure
can have several fates, such as being auctioned off or donated to a tribe/conservation agency.
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(benchmarking cont.)
Food and Water

Water. Based on estimates by Penn State University, a herd of 32 bison may require up to 500 gallons
of water a day in the summer. Consequentially, access to a constant water supply is important to the
health of the herd. Adequate water supply in fenced-in prairies can be achieved through several types of
water sources, which can be natural, human-made, or a combination of the two. Examples of natural
water sources include the wetland complexes at Cedar Creek and the riparian zones at Neal Smith.
Unlike cattle, bison tend not to loaf around wetlands; this reduces the risk of soil erosion or compaction
in ecologically sensitive areas.

However, staff at Minneopa State Park have had different experiences. As natural water sources have
developed within the park’s bison range, due to excessive rainfall, bison have gravitated to new, seasonal
wetlands as opposed to existing wetlands and, at times, have spent hours loafing around these water
sources or even just standing in the water.

Even if naturally occurring water is seemingly abundant, most agencies have constructed supplemental
sources for dry conditions and for winter conditions. This frequently involves a well, pump, and trough
system. Powering well pumps in remote pastures may require gas generators or solar panels.
Constructed wetlands offer another human-made alternative. Minneopa State Park recently used this
method within their pasture to create an ecologically viable wetland, which is lined with packed
bentonite clay. During winter, bison naturally eat snow or use their hooves to break through ice, but
heated troughs can provide an additional source of open water.

Food and Minerals. Supplemental winter feeding can occur on a weekly basis for smaller herds or as
needed for larger herds. Battelle Darby Creek provides one bale of hay per week in the winter months
but believes that it may not be fully necessary. Jester Park also provides hay as well as one gallon of
cracked corn and baby bovine feed supplement every day in the brunt of winter, which tapers down to
once a week in the summer. Regular feeding by the park manager develops an interaction routine that
can also facilitate health checks.

Some of the larger herds (on over 700 acres) tend not to receive extra feed in winter. Neal Smith Refuge
establishes herd sizes below standard carrying capacity to meet their adaptive management goals. This
leaves enough forage on the prairie year-round to sustain both bison and prairie health. Without winter
supplement, the bison lose weight in the winter (as they naturally would) and gain it back in the spring
and summer. Similarly, the Crane Trust does not provide supplemental winter feed, except during harsh
winter conditions such as ice storms.

Regardless of supplemental feeding regimens, each herd requires year-round access to mineral
supplements. This can be as simple as an all-species mineral mix, which is continually replenished. Some
herd managers are researching the option to supply different minerals at different times of the year—
based on varying requirements throughout a bison’s lifecycle. During round-ups, mineral blocks can be
placed in the corral to increase the bison’s comfort level to close-quarters interactions with staff.
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(benchmarking cont.)

Public and Staff Safety

Herd managers use a variety of strategies to reduce the risk of dangerous encounters with bison. Here
are some ways these agencies have operationalized risk management:

e Ensure that all bison needs are met within the enclosure. Provided with enough food, water,
access to other members of the herd, and low stress, individuals have little motivation to
escape. Stocking rates and pasture design should be adaptive and based on potential forage
production of the prairie, while working in concert with restoration and outreach goals.

e Reduce the number of people allowed into the bison enclosure. This minimizes the chance of
improperly locked gates. In parks with auto routes and cattle guards, proper education of
visitors and staff is required. This includes reminders that bison are dangerous and
unpredictable and may charge without warning.

e Check fences and other structures regularly, especially following strong weather events. Heavy
rains and soil erosion can lead to downed fence lines or gaps along streams. Neal Smith Refuge
noted one instance where heavy snow and ice filled the cattle guard and allowed the bison to
escape.

e Develop a clear emergency response plan and list of contacts in the case of escaped bison. This
can include specific scenarios and appropriate actions (e.g., escaped calf versus escaped bull).
The risk of a bison collision along an adjacent highway is often stated as a major concern and
should be addressed in the response plan.

Herd managers at benchmarking sites have reported few, if any, hazardous situations between bison
and humans. Minneopa State Park, which allows visitors to drive through the enclosure, reported few
problems with visitors exiting their vehicles in the enclosure. Likewise, Battelle Darby Creek has not
encountered any issues with greenway users who come in close proximity to their bison fence. They
attribute their clean safety record to clear guidelines and reminders to visitors that bison should be
treated with the same level of respect as any other wild animal. A negative interaction between a bison
and visitor occurred at Jester Park roughly 10 years ago and was addressed with an additional electric
fence. No issues have been reported since.

Beyond interactions with visitors, clear protocols and training for staff should be developed, especially
for entering the enclosure, corralling, and handling the bison. Jennifer L. Lanier and Dr. Temple Grandin
of CSU outline safe handling techniques in their primer The Calming of American Bison (Bison bison)
During Routine Handling. They emphasize the importance of designing infrastructure and protocols
based on an understanding of bison behavior.
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(benchmarking cont.)
Outreach and Education

Education. Most educational programming about bison centers on providing opportunities to see the
bison on the prairie. The most common approach organizations have used to facilitate this is by way of a
dedicated viewing area, such as a gazebo, platform, or tower. When feasible, trails afford views along
fence lines or from higher vantage points.

Some organizations have taken this one step further and allow visitors into the enclosures under strict
guidelines. Visitors to Neal Smith and Minneopa State Park can drive their personal vehicles along a
single route through the enclosure, provided they stay in their vehicles. Belwin Conservancy has built a
“bison buggy”, which allows the public to join a naturalist on a tour of the bison pasture. They were
motivated by ad hoc excursions in their utility vehicle where “everybody that [they] took out ... fell in
love with the experience of being deep in the prairie and surrounded by bison.”

Combining educational programming with these viewing opportunities tells a compelling story of bison
and their role in the prairie/savanna. For example, Battelle Darby Creek includes bison-related programs
each month, which have been continuously well-attended. They also reported a jump in attendance
after reintroducing bison—even before building a visitor center. An example of another approach is
Cedar Creek’s viewing gazebo, which is staffed by naturalists several times a month during the summer
and open to the public. Many organizations employ a range of public engagement tools. For example,
the City of Fort Collins states that “educational programming, volunteer service learning, and original
research opportunities will continue to be offered to provide residents with an open window into the
lives of bison.”

Public Input. Reintroducing bison to a public space requires public buy-in and support, as well as
opportunity for comments. Cedar Creek provides a noteworthy example of bringing community
members into the fold during planning and implementation. Prior to reintroducing bison, the Science
Reserve hosted three public meetings, which were advertised to the neighbors of the property. The
meetings consisted of a short presentation by staff including a summary of their plan and research
interests, followed by a longer question-and-answer session. Northstar Bison staff also fielded
questions.

Several key insights came out of these meetings. Overall, the plan to reintroduce bison was well-
received by those in attendance. The most common concern was bison escaping the enclosure. This was
addressed with an overview of the infrastructure, bison behavior, management plan, and safety
protocol. Cedar Creek also designed the informational meetings to build on people’s enthusiasm about
bison, which further enhanced their support.

Infrastructure

Fencing. A wide range of fence types can be used to enclose bison—with options as varied as electric,
woven, and single-strand wire. However, no barrier is standard across agencies. The choice should be
informed by site characteristics like soils and wetlands, as well as management strategies such as
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(benchmarking cont.)

rotational grazing. Managers might consider the impact of various fences on the movement of other
wildlife. Visitor services and public interaction can also influence this decision. For example, using single
strand over woven wire may lead to differing perceptions of safety by visitors.

Due to the growing number of herds in North America, several technical guides to bison fencing have
been developed for natural resource practitioners and ranchers. The University of Calgary developed the
guide Fencing Guidelines for Bison on Alberta Public Lands, which illustrates key considerations and
options. The NRCS offers specific examples of improving fencing for wildlife in their guide How to Build
Fence with Wildlife in Mind.

Regardless of fence design, the infrastructure should work in concert with the needs of the bison. Tim
Fraiser (personal communication) from Bison LLC notes that bison containment involves more than just
fencing: “Food, family, water and the fact that they are a wild and native animal are among the top
considerations,” he states. Cormack Gates of the University of Calgary echoes this sentiment: “The risk
of bison straying is significantly reduced with good range management and husbandry practices. It is
harder to hold bison in over-utilized pastures: Hungry bison push fences. Bison will not normally
challenge adequate fences if the range is healthy and water is available.”

Handling Facilities. In addition, year-round herds will require handling infrastructure. When designed
well, the bison handling area will facilitate humane practices and minimize stressful situations—for staff
and animals. Like fence design, the layout of the handling facility considers bison behavior, such as a
motivation for food/minerals and a fear of isolation from the herd.

While these systems can become increasingly complex (such as adding pre-sorting pens and load-outs),
it is important to plan for current and future needs. Several ranch equipment outfitters provide an
overview of facility design and the factors that influence these decisions (e.g., Hi-Hog and Frasier Bison
LLC). Some factors include size of the herd, length of time in each pen, and size of the processing team.
In addition, the University of Nebraska Medical Center and Colorado State University have developed
guides that outline safe handling techniques.

Partnerships

Partnerships are often cited as a crucial part of ensuring successful reintroduction and continued
management of public bison herds. For example, the City of Fort Collins states that “it took a unique set
of partners with complementary resources and missions to ultimately make bison reintroduction a
success.” Prior to their 2015 reintroduction, an Intergovernmental Agreement solidified future
collaboration among city, county, academic, and federal agencies.

The most salient example of an ongoing partnership surrounding bison reintroduction is the Minnesota
Conservation Herd project. In 2016, the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources (DNR) and
Minnesota Zoological Garden (MZG) formed this partnership around a clear set of goals and steps for
managing American bison in the state. The underlying objective of these founding partners is to
“manage and interpret bison as a natural resource, as part of the prairie ecosystem” and “contribute to
the overall conservation of American Plains bison.” Based on empirically derived recommendations, the
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(benchmarking cont.)

Minnesota Conservation Herd will consist of about 500 bison across multiple sites. In their Strategic Plan
for Bison Management, DNR and MZG state they are “open to partnering with other organizations in
Minnesota as part of the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd effort.”

Monitoring

Dakota County currently utilizes a diverse set of monitoring protocols to measure changes within their
prairies, for both wildlife and vegetation. This approach informs current and future management
decisions and would also be required to successfully implement a bison reintroduction plan. An
underlying goal of reuniting bison with native prairie is achieving greater biodiversity. To this end, a
tailored monitoring protocol should measure biodiversity metrics before, during, and after grazing.

There are many methodologies for monitoring prairie vegetation, including transects and releves which
are currently utilized by Dakota County. Another option was recently developed by the Prairie
Reconstructive Initiative, which applies nested plots and a meandering walk, allowing managers to
understand how species richness and composition change over time. Changes in prairie plant
composition will also impact wildlife habitat, which requires clear monitoring objectives to understand
these impacts. Based on limitations involving staff time and monitoring season length, monitoring
efforts can focus on broad groups, such as odonates (dragonflies), or individual species, such as the regal
fritillary butterfly.

Enterprise Risk Management
Introduction
A critical component in the bison reintroduction decision-making process is risk. County Staff, led by the
Dakota County Office of Risk Management, conducted an Enterprise Risk Management (ERM) Process to
identify potential positive and negative risks associated with reintroducing bison to a County park. The
ERM was utilized to:
e Identify key risks of the project
o |dentify Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) and Stakeholders to participate
e Provide introduction to ERM concepts and tools for managing risk
e Utilize SMEs to identify
o Risks
o Risk triggers and sources
o Potential Consequences
o Risk Treatments
e Provide Risk Management infrastructure to support risk assessment
e Develop the ability of SMEs to apply risk treatment to project risks/opportunities

A group of internal and external stakeholders and content experts participated in two ERM workshops
early in 2019. The workshops were designed to identify the risk categories, specific risks/opportunities,
potential consequences, risk treatments, and the likelihood, potential consequences, and total risk

47



ranking score for specific risks/opportunities. The goal of the ERM was not to determine whether the
bison reintroduction should or should not take place but rather to identify the negative risks and
ways to reduce them and conversely to identify the positive risks/opportunities and ways to maximize
those.

Results

The ERM process identified 31 potential individual risks or opportunities within four risk categories
associated with reintroducing bison. The risk categories highlighted were the following: i) Public, ii) Park
Facilities, iii) Staff, and iv) Bison. Each risk/opportunity received a score for the likelihood of occurrence
(L), the severity of the consequences (C) if it did occur, and a total risk ranking score (T). In addition,
treatments were identified to minimize the risks and maximize the opportunities. The maximum score
for likelihood of occurrence was five. The maximum score for consequence was five. The total risk
ranking score was calculated by multiplying the likelihood score by the consequence score. The
maximum total risk ranking score that an identified risk could receive was 25. The following
risks/opportunities were those that received a total risk ranking score of 12 or more. They were
identified as the most important risk factors associated with a bison reintroduction project within the
County park system.

The potential consequences, if the identified risks do occur, can be very significant. These consequences
include personal injury or even death to County staff and/or park visitors. Dakota County is self-insured
for all tort liability claims within the context and intent of Minnesota Statute §466. For example, if a
bison escaped and caused personal injury or a death, Dakota County is subject to maximum liabilities
per person and for each claim as defined in Minnesota Statute §466.04. The statute provides that the
maximum limits are $500,000 per person and $1,500,000 for each claim arising out of single
occurrence. In other cases, the infrastructure required to have a bison herd could disrupt or change
how visitors can experience the park. Some trails may need to be abandoned or relocated. The following
table provides the specific risk information from the ERM.
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Risk Risks/Opportunities | Potential Risk Treatments T
Category Consequences
Public Interactions with Personal Electric fence to keep bison away from outer 25
bison injuries or fence
death Fencing of bison range (inspection protocols)
Warning signage
Programming and Education (web and print)
Use of bison ambassadors
Radio — low power am/fm “bison radio”
Trail separation
Observation platforms — safe picture areas
. Tours for controlled observation — bison
buggy rides
Park Inability to use Interactions Trail design 25
Facilities | current trail with bison Consideration for bison location
systems SLP
Staff Indirect staff Personal Training 20
::terachons with ::Injur;]es or Interactions-trained staff only. Restrict
Ison eat others.
Cabbed vehicles
ATVs in corral to funnel
Use of rattle paddle and flagged poles
. Ways to shut gates with sticks and ropes to
stay out of bison occupied areas
Design facilities for no staff required in space
occupied by bison (Adequate capital funding)
Limit confined spaces
Assign appropriate personal protective
equipment to staff (shoes, glasses, gloves, etc.)
No horseback wrangling of bison
Staff Direct staff Personal See above 15
interactions with injuries or
bison death
Public Interactions with Pet injuries or Warning signage 12

domestic animals

fatalities

Programming and Education

Use of bison ambassadors

Radio — low power am/fm “bison radio”

More staff during high traffic periods

Enforcement of leash ordinance

Table 1. Risks and Treatments Identified During ERM

>
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Summary

The ERM process identified potential risks and opportunities associated with reintroducing bison. The
risk information generated during the ERM process can be used in several ways, with the goal of
reducing the negative risks as much as possible. If directed by the County Board to proceed with
reintroducing bison to a park within the County’s system, this ERM information will be used to help
inform the design of all the infrastructure required to safely control and manage the animals and park
visitors. In addition, this information can be used to generate operational best management practices
related to managing the animals and reducing risk to the park visitors. Codified in safety, training,
management, and escape procedure manuals, the risk treatments identified during the ERM essentially
become a checklist of safety elements to be incorporated into the planning, implementation, and
operational phases of a bison reintroduction and management project.

The most significant risks that were identified during the ERM process were the public’s interaction with
the bison, impacts to visitors’ ability to utilize areas or aspects of the park, and the staff interaction with
the bison. As presented in the above table, there are treatments that can be implemented to minimize
these risks. For example, the treatments that can be incorporated into the range design and public
viewing plan to reduce the risks to park visitors would include, but are not limited to, establishing
appropriate herd size based on the carrying capacity of the range to reduce the bison’s need or desire to
challenge the fence and incorporating a second or safety fence in areas where pedestrians could be in
close proximity to the bison. This would include areas along roads and trails that would provide an
effective degree of separation between visitors and the bison, appropriate warning signs, frequent
perimeter fence inspections, educational programming, and controlled public viewing areas.

Project Requirements

The requirements of a bison reintroduction project can be grouped into three categories:
e Bison
e Containment/safety
e Visitor services

Bison

This category contains those elements that the bison would need to stay healthy and safe. These include
obtaining the bison themselves and providing nutrition and water while considering their social
structure and medical care.

Bison. There are at least two options for obtaining bison. As presented in the benchmarking section,
one option that both the Belwin Conservancy and the Cedar Creek Ecosystem Science Reserve (CCESR)
utilize is to contract with a private company to provide bison. In the case of these two organizations,
both contract with Northstar Bison (based in Cameron, WI) to provide bison. In this model, the
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landowner provides the infrastructure needed to contain the bison and provide nutrition and water. The
entity which owns the bison delivers the animals to the location in the spring and then picks them up in
late summer. The bison are on site for four to five months during the growing season. The owner of the
bison provides for any care that is required during the time that they are at the summer range. In the
case of Northstar, no monetary exchange takes place with CCESR or Belwin Conservancy. Northstar is
provided summer grazing ranges to grow their bison and the landowner enjoys the ecological, visitor
service, and research benefits obtained by hosting the grazing bison for the four or five months that
they are on range.

On September 12, 2019, Tom Lewanski had a phone conversation with Marielle Hewitt of Northstar
Bison, LLC. She indicated that her company would be interested in exploring a partnership that is similar
to the ones that the company has with Belwin Conservancy and CCESR, if the County Board directs staff
to proceed with a bison project.

Another model for acquiring bison would be to partner with the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd
Partnership (MBCHP). In this case, MBCHP would provide Dakota County with bison that have been
culled from the conservation herd. If this model was followed, the bison would be owned and
maintained by Dakota County. While the MBCHP has offered the bison and assistance with some aspects
of the herd management, the responsibility for the herd would be Dakota County’s. Unlike the previous
model, the bison obtained through the MBCHP would be onsite all year. As a result, the infrastructure
required to manage a “full-time” herd would necessarily be more extensive. This will be presented in
more detail in the containment/safety section.

During several discussions with DNR staff, it was indicated that Dakota County, as a partner in the
MBCHP, might be able to receive bison culled from the State’s conservation herd. Preliminary
discussions have indicated that if the County Board of Commissioners directs staff to proceed with the
reintroduction project, the County would be able to obtain bison at no direct cost.

Are there more benefits that would be accrued by pursuing one bison acquisition model vs. the other?
From an ecological perspective, the longer that the bison are on range the greater the benefit to the
prairie within the range. There would then be more of an ecological benefit by obtaining the bison from
the MBCHP and having the animals on range throughout the year. If a private entity, in the “rental”
model, drops off the bison in June and picks them up in September, like the other organizations in
Minnesota that utilize these private bison, they would be on range for four months of the growing
season. A permanent herd would be on range 2-3 additional months of the growing season, depending
on the length of the growing season that year. Even during the winter months, the bison continue to
feed and so are affecting vegetation as they scrape snow away from the ground and push over and
through woody vegetation. Bison dung is also deposited throughout the year, enriching the soil. They
also disperse seeds throughout the winter.

There are several additional benefits that would be realized by partnering with the MBCHP. In addition
to receiving the bison, the experience and expertise that the partners have gained over the years
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through managing the State’s conservation herd would be available to train County staff and assist with
some aspects of the management of the County’s herd. There is some indication that State funding
sources (Legislative-Citizen Commission on Minnesota Resources and Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage
Council) would look favorably upon a funding proposal if the County was in partnership with the MBCH
and was cooperating with its statewide goals. The MBCHP submitted a letter indicating their interest in
Dakota County joining the partnership. A copy is included in the Appendices. Dakota County would be
taking action to advocate for and contribute to perpetuation of a rare species.

From a visitor service perspective, the bison, obtained through the MBCHP, would be available to view
and learn about twelve months of the year, vs. the four months that bison would be on site if they were
provided by a private entity. Bison interact with their environment in different ways throughout the
year. Seeing bison pushing snow out of the way with their large heads and necks helps to inform visitors
about their ecology and their physical makeup. Watching calves come into the world and interact with
the prairie and herd would attract many people. These experiences would not be possible if a private
herd were utilized. A permanent herd would make this animal a part of the park, like the birds, insects
and the other mammals. It would help to define what Spring Lake Park Reserve is.

Another consideration is the public perception of and sensitivity to a private herd, which in full
disclosure, would be raised for meat. All or some of the bison that would be “rented” for a season
would be picked up and butchered at the end of the summer.

Taking Care of the Bison’s Needs. The health, safety, and contentment of bison hinge on providing for
their needs, which are relatively simple. Providing for their needs will help keep the herd and individual
animals healthy. Doing this will also help to keep them safe, because if the bison have all their needs
met within the structured range, they are less likely to attempt to leave the range. Leaving the range
will expose the animals to situations that can harm them, cause them to be killed, or put people at risk.

Nutrition. The most important element of a healthy, contained bison herd is proper nutrition.

Bison are classified as a grazing ruminant and exhibit a degree of forage selection... If allowed
the opportunity, bison will consume feeds that will meet, if not exceed, daily protein and energy
requirements. Therefore, pasture quality and quantity, forage variety and availability are
extremely important for grazing bison. (Feist 2000)

During the growing season, bison are essentially self-sufficient (MNDNR 2012). Occasional feeding of
grain can assist in herd control and increase their comfort using the corral. In other words, bison derive
most of their dietary requirements from the plants—or, more specifically, the grasses—growing within
their range.

The stocking rate for the herd location in Dakota County would be calculated to minimize or eliminate
the need for supplemental feeding during the times when snow covers the ground. However, based on
regular health reviews, some supplemental feeding may be required or advised. The winter months will
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be approached with a cache of native prairie hay, ideally harvested from a County park. Prairie hay will
be utilized to both mimic the bison’s normal diet and to reduce the risk of introducing weed species into
the range.

Blue Mounds State Park maintains a herd of approximately 100 bison. The park staff provides three
bales of prairie hay per week during the four winter months for a total of 50 bales. It is anticipated that
the County’s herd will be about 30 animals, or roughly 30 percent of the Blue Mounds herd. For planning
purposes and using a similar supplemental feeding rate as Blue Mounds, Dakota County could provide
one bale of hay per week for a total of 15—16 bales required for the winter season. The County could
contract with a local farmer to cut the required hay from a prairie within a park. Haying a different
location each year would simultaneously provide supplemental food for a bison herd while also
providing some of the benefits of grazing to prairie areas not appropriate for a bison herd. Dakota
County staff will determine the carrying capacity of the selected site by conducting a forage analysis,
which will provide the data needed to determine the herd size.

A best management practice is to provide supplemental salt and minerals for the herd. Providing salt
and mineral blocks helps ensure that their diet contains the proper amount of salt and trace minerals
required for good health. Grain, such as corn, could be used for two purposes. Small amounts are used
to, first, train bison to use the corral more frequently as the roundup approaches and, second, to
supplement hay feeding during the winter months. However, grain use is probably more of an animal
control technique than a means to provide nutrition.

Water must be available year-round for the animals. Depending on the reintroduction project site, wells
may need to be installed or plumbing extensions from current well locations may need to be built to
provide water. While bison do obtain some water from snow, heated water tanks will need to be
installed to provide necessary water during the winter months. The number and location of water tanks
will be based on the bison range configuration and field conditions at the reintroduction project site.

Containment/Safety

Perimeter fence. Successfully containing bison is crucial for the safety of the bison, park visitors, and
County staff. Containment is basically achieved by fencing that runs the entire range perimeter. As
presented in the benchmarking section of this document, there is no one system that is used across
agencies that have bison. Dakota County staff are recommending that, if directed by the County Board
to proceed, fencing used by Minneopa State Park in Mankato Minnesota serve as the model for the
County’s fencing (see appendices for the Minneopa State Park’s fencing specifics). The MN DNR staff’s
experience with bison led them to this design; it seems to be very effective, and it provides movement
for other animals that will share the area with the bison. There is no interest in designing a fencing
system that otherwise limits the movement of area wildlife in the landscape.

The fencing design that is being recommended is made up of five-strand high-tensile wire, with
approximately 12 inches between strands for a total fence height of six feet. This fencing will run the
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perimeter of the bison range. In addition, there will be a second fence (of similar design as the
perimeter fence) inside the perimeter fence at certain locations where people, not contained in a
vehicle, could come into contact with the bison by sticking a hand or leg inside of the perimeter fence
(see specific park maps for suggested locations of safety fences).

Staff need to be able to access the bison range to monitor the herd, fence, water sources, and other
bison-related infrastructure as well as conduct natural resource management activities. As a result,
gates will need to be installed at various locations along the perimeter fence to facilitate access to the
range. These gates will serve a secondary purpose as well. Due to the behavioral characteristics of
herding animals, if a bison were to find itself outside of the perimeter fence, it will only be interested in
rejoining its herd. These gates also serve as an entrance back into the range and back with the herd for
the escapee.

If a park is chosen that would allow/necessitate a road for public use to go through the range, cattle
guards would allow vehicle use of the road while preventing bison from leaving the range. These cattle
guards would allow people to travel within the bison range, providing the up-close views of the animals
while staying safe within their vehicles.

Handling Facility. The type of handling facility that would be required would be based on the structure
of the bison ownership. If the County Board directs staff to proceed with a bison reintroduction project
and to pursue an agreement to “rent” bison from a third party, a very limited handling facility would be
required. This would likely be in the form of a corral, which is essentially a relatively small, fenced-in
area that would facilitate the transfer of the bison onto and off of trucks/trailers as they are introduced
to or removed from the park’s range.

In the second scenario in which the County owned the bison and they were present year-round, the
handling facility would necessarily need to be more extensive. A handling facility is used to concentrate
the bison to facilitate an annual roundup and possibly a second time in order to cull the herd. The
purpose of the roundup is to conduct a health assessment for each animal and to cull the herd, if
required. During the roundup, the animals are first gathered into a catch pen, which should be big
enough to allow the herd to feel comfortable and not crowded. They are generally coaxed into the catch
pen using grain or corn, which is provided to the bison over the course of several weeks to acclimate
them to the catch pen. From the catch pen the animals are moved into the cutting pen or crowding
alley. The idea is to get the herd down to a line of single animals that ultimately are individually
contained within the squeeze where the health assessment and testing is conducted. After the
assessment, the animal enters the load out which will provide options for the ultimate destination of the
animal. This could be in a sorting pen, if it is going to be culled, or back out into the larger range. This is
an oversimplification of the facility and is presented to merely convey information about its purpose and
use.
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Health

There are several diseases that bison can contract including brucellosis and malignant catarrhal fever.
Brucellosis is a nonnative, bacterial disease that induces abortions in pregnant cattle, elk, and bison,
which could adversely affect the bison population. This should not be a great concern because the
proposed SLPR bison range is 1.37 miles from the nearest known cattle operation. Site one at MRPR is 2
miles from the nearest known cattle operation and site two is 1.4 miles from the nearest known cattle
operation, so the chances of bison or cattle encountering infected birth tissue are extremely remote.
While MN herds are not known to have the disease, the bison would be vaccinated against it. Malignant
catarrhal fever is a viral disease that is often fatal to bison. This disease is carried by sheep and goats,
which are resistant to the virus. There are no known sheep farms near MRPR or SLPR. Goats could not
be utilized in the part of the park which contains the bison.

Visitor Services

During 2019, County staff visited four bison herds to gather information for this study. Representatives
from each of the organizations, upon whose lands the bison were present, stated that if a bison herd is
established, the public is going to want to view them. This fact is in line with goals established in the
Visitor Services Plan. This bison reintroduction project is being proposed for the ecological benefits that
they can provide for the natural areas in the County’s parks. However, park visitors can also benefit from
the project by having the ability to view and learn about bison ecology, their role in the environment,
and the County’s efforts to improve the ecological health of the parks. Visitor service amenities have
two aspects to consider. First, there are the existing facilities that currently serve park visitors that pose
a challenge to developing a bison range at that park. Restored prairie at these sites may be bifurcated by
trails or roads, making the development of a single, connected bison range within that park difficult. This
issue will be discussed for each of the three parks in the Site Analysis section. The second aspect of this
concerns the infrastructure required to serve those people who will travel to the park to view the bison.
The infrastructure components would include an entrance road, parking, drinking water, possibly
restrooms, picnicking facilities, benches, and some sort of structure that park visitors can use to view
the bison. These could include a raised viewing platform and/or a trail. The specific mode of bison
watching will depend on the site chosen to develop the bison range and therefore the actual structure(s)
required. Some site-specific ideas are included in the Site Analysis section.

Site Analysis

Having provided the foundational information regarding the ecological benefits, existing organizational
underpinnings for a bison reintroduction project, other agency models, and the requirements for
hosting a bison herd, the focus can shift to analyzing the individual County parks to gain an
understanding which, if any, meet the habitat requirements of the bison.
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Dakota County contains three regional parks: Lebanon Hills Regional Park, Whitetail Woods Regional
Park, and Lake Byllesby Regional Park. The County also contains two park reserves, Spring Lake Park
Reserve and Miesville Park Reserve, and a County park, Thompson County Park. Of these six parks, three
of them can be eliminated from consideration to host a bison herd because they do not contain the
minimum habitat requirements of the animal. The parks eliminated from consideration are Lebanon
Hills Regional Park, Lake Byllesby Regional Park, and Thompson County Park. In addition, Whitetail
Woods is not being considered for hosting a bison herd. Staff have determined that to design and
provide a suitable range for bison, a significant portion of the park would be unavailable for visitors to
use. The relatively small size of this park and the current and planned visitor services presented in the
adopted Master Plan preclude the addition of a viable bison range.

This section will present information about the suitability of the two remaining Parks, Spring Lake Park
Reserve, and Miesville Ravine Park Reserve for a bison herd. Each can be considered because they
contain the minimum habitat requirements for the bison. In other words, they each contain enough
prairie and savanna to meet the nutritional needs of a bison herd. However, there are numerous other
factors that need to be considered, including water, visitor services, and existing infrastructure. Each of
these parks has numerous advantages and challenges as they relate to bison and visitor service
requirements. These issues need to be carefully considered if the decision is made to implement a bison
reintroduction project. The maps presented for each of the parks are in concept form and represent the
possible extent of a bison range and not necessarily the final range that would be developed if that park
is chosen. Staff from the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources assisted in the site analysis
process. County and DNR staff conducted site visits to each of the two parks listed above. The DNR
staff’s perspectives have been incorporated into the following descriptions.

All maps included demonstrate potential and approximate bison ranges. Actual range configurations
would require field investigation and decisions regarding acceptable visitor services disruption and
needs.

Spring Lake Park Reserve (SLPR). A 150-acre bison range can be developed in the western
portion of the park. This bison range represents roughly 13 percent of the park. Two bison range
concepts for this park are provided here.

SLPR bison range concept one. In this concept (figure 19), the range is one large unit and the bison have
access to it in its entirety in their timeframe and interest. Staff are not needed to move the bison within
the range. However, to provide this size of range, the existing Mississippi River Greenway trail would
need to be moved slightly to the north.

e One hundred and fifty acres of restored prairie will be enhanced by having the bison re-
introduced to the park.

e Important infrastructure components are in place, including access roads and well(s) (but not
watering structures) to provide water for bison as well as parking and restrooms for visitors
interested in viewing the bison.
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e There would be several ways for visitors to view the bison: Approximately one mile of a
reconfigured Mississippi River Greenway trail would be adjacent to the bison range, providing
excellent views of the animals; visitors would have the ability to drive through the bison range
for a short distance near the archery range entrance; and people utilizing the retreat center
could have great views of the bison.

e The local road access provides opportunities for Park Patrol to monitor for vandalism.

e The land where this park was established has a rich human history, dating back thousands of
years of Native American habitation and use, in part due to its proximity to the Mississippi River.
Area tribes also had a rich and important relationship with bison in the area. Reintroducing
bison can add an interesting and informative resource as interpretive opportunities invite park
visitors to learn about Native American history in the area.

e The park is also close to several population centers (Hastings, Rosemount, Inver Grove Heights,
Eagan).

There are also challenges that would need to be considered and/or overcome if this concept is
implemented at this park.

o Approximately .75 mile of the Mississippi River Greenway trail would need to be rerouted at a
cost of approximately $577,000.

e Asoft surfaced trail would need to be rerouted or abandoned.

e There is the potential of bison viewers stopping along Pine Bend Trail causing traffic issues,
although this road is not currently a heavily used road.

e The relatively remote location exposes a risk of vandalism.

e Both concepts have the entrance road to the Camp Spring Lake and the archery range going
through the bison range. This would provide a safe way for people arriving in cars to view the
bison while going on to their destination within the park. This would preclude visitors arriving
on foot or bike. Staff do feel that the regional trail when completed, at the far western
boundary of the park, would provide a safe entrance point to the park for these visitors as it will
be outside of the bison range.

e There is the potential of bison viewers overwhelming visitor-centered infrastructure (parking,
restrooms).
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FIGURE 19. PROPOSED SLPR BISON RANGE — CONCEPT ONE

SLPR bison range concept two. In this concept (Figure 20) the range is divided into three paddocks.
Staff would be required to move the animals between paddocks as informed by habitat conditions. This
concept would allow the regional trail to be left where it is currently located.

e One hundred and forty-one acres of restored prairie will be enhanced by having the bison re-
introduced to the park.

e Important infrastructure components are in place, including access roads and well(s) (but not
watering structures) to provide water for bison as well as parking and restrooms for visitors
interested in viewing the bison.

e There would be several ways for visitors to view the bison: Approximately one mile of the
Mississippi River Greenway trail would be adjacent to the bison range, providing excellent views
of the animals; visitors would have the ability to drive through the bison range for a short
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distance near the archery range entrance; and people utilizing the retreat center could have
great views of the bison.

e The local road access provides opportunities for Park Patrol to monitor for vandalism and for NR
staff to access the range for monitoring purposes.

e The land where this park was established has a rich human history, dating back thousands of
years of Native American habitation and use, in part due to its proximity to the Mississippi River.
Area tribes also had a rich and important relationship with bison in the area. Reintroducing
bison can add an interesting and informative resource as interpretive opportunities invite park
visitors to learn about Native American history in the area.

e The park is also close to several population centers (Hastings, Rosemount, Inver Grove Heights,
Eagan).

There are also challenges that would need to be considered and/or overcome if this concept is
implemented at this park.

e Asoft surfaced trail would need to be rerouted or abandoned.

e There is the potential of bison viewers stopping along Pine Bend Trail causing traffic issues,
although this road is not currently a heavily used road.

o The relatively remote location exposes a risk of vandalism.

e Both concepts have the entrance road to the Camp Spring Lake and the archery range going
through the bison range. This would provide a safe way for people arriving in cars to view the
bison while going on to their destination within the park. This would preclude visitors arriving
on foot or bike. Staff do feel that the regional trail when completed, at the far western
boundary of the park, would provide a safe entrance point to the park for these visitors as it will
be outside of the bison range.

e There is the potential of bison viewers overwhelming visitor-centered infrastructure (parking,
restrooms).

e The bison would not have access to the entire range at one time. The animals and habitat
would need to be closely monitored to ensure that the carrying capacity of the paddock was
maintained. The animals would need to be moved from one paddock to another, requiring
more interaction between staff and bison. The possibility of an escape would increase when the
bison are being moved from one paddock to another. The Mississippi River Greenway trail
would need to be closed on a temporary basis while the bison were being moved from paddock
to paddock.
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FIGURE 20. PROPOSED SLPR BISON RANGE — CONCEPT TWO

Master Plan review. The bison range as depicted in both conceptual models would be compatible with
the adopted Master Plan. The plan does illustrate several visitor service provisions in the vicinity of the
conceptual bison range. These include an archery range, the Village, lodge, and group camp. However,
these visitor amenities would be outside of the bison range as depicted in both concepts. The proximity
of the bison to these visitor service provisions can be viewed as adding another amenity for park visitors.
The Master Plan does show trails within the conceptual bison ranges, but staff feel that trails can be
provided in the vicinity that would allow park visitors to view the bison. A Master Plan update for SLPR
was initiated in 2019 and will be brought to the County Board in 2020 for adoption. If the County Board
directs staff to proceed with a bison project within this park, the new Master Plan will consider and plan
for the bison herd.
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Miesville Ravine Park Reserve (MRPR)

There are two possible locations for a bison herd within this park.

Site One. Approximately 230-acre bison range that could support 30-35 bison (Figure 21). The Site One
bison range as presented on the accompanying map would occupy 15% of the park. There are numerous
advantages for establishing the bison herd at this site in this park:

230-acres of restored prairie would be enhanced by having the bison re-introduced to the park.
This provides the greatest ecological benefits of all the potential bison ranges in the three parks.
No existing visitor service provisions or infrastructure would need to be altered or moved to
accommodate a bison range.

With no access to the site, the risk of vandalism is not as great as other possible project
locations.

As presented, the range provides a secluded site for the location of a corral and handling facility
away from public viewing.

If it is a goal to increase visitation to this park, a bison herd could help attract visitors.

There are also challenges that would need to be considered and/or overcome if the draft bison
range would be established at this site in this park:

All required bison-related infrastructure would need be developed (e.g., access road, well(s)).
No visitor services currently exist (e.g., no public access road, trails, restrooms, parking, or
available water).

This potential bison range is 1.4 miles long and rolling in character. There are few landscape
vantage points where visitors can view the entire or even much of the range.

It is not close to population centers.

It is not close to staff offices, making the required frequent and regular monitoring visits more
time consuming.

Site Two. This approximately 100-acre site could support 10-20 bison (Figure 21). The site two bison
range as presented on the accompanying map would make six percent of the park inaccessible to
visitors. There are numerous advantages for establishing the bison herd at this site in this park:

One hundred acres of restored prairie will be enhanced by having the bison reintroduced to
the park.

No existing visitor service provisions or infrastructure would need to be altered or moved to
accommodate a bison range.

There would be easy access from 280" for monitoring and management purposes.

In addition to the challenges presented for Site One, Site Two also faces the following challenges:
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e |t would be a relatively small bison range.

e There would be the potential for people to stop and park along 280%™ Street East, causing
traffic issues at this location. This could also be an irritation to the people living along 280%™
Street East.

e There is no existing natural water feature or well to provide water for bison. A well would
need to be drilled.

e 280" Street East along the southern boundary of the range, coupled with the remoteness of
the location, exposes a risk to vandalism.

e As presented, the range does not provide a secluded site for the location of a corral and
handling facility away from public viewing.

Master Plan review. The bison ranges as depicted as site one and site two would be compatible with
the adopted Master Plan. The only visitor service amenity presented in the plan that would be within
site one is the ridgeline trail, which could still be developed in conjunction with a bison herd. The Master
Plan depicts no visitor service amenities in or near site two.

62



Draft MRPR bison ranges

October 15, 2019 1:19,200
Figure 21. Draft MPRP bison range sites
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Discussion

The Dakota County park system has two parks that meet the minimum requirements for hosting a bison
herd. That is, they each contain enough acres of prairie/savanna to meet the dietary needs of a herd. In
addition, these two parks have current adopted Master Plans that are compatible with a bison
reintroduction project. However, there are numerous other considerations and components that need
to be considered when making the decision regarding which park is the best fit. The components can be
divided into to three groups: bison management, ecological benefit, and visitor services.

As far as managing the bison and providing a healthy and safe place for the herd to exist, each park has
both pros and cons. Each of the two parks contains adequate forage (grass) for a small herd of bison
(approximately 30 animals). A forage analysis will need to be done to determine the exact size of the
herd that each site can maintain. Essential minerals can be provided via general mineral blocks placed at
each site.

Water availability varies for each of these parks. For both range concepts at SLPR, no natural surface
water features exist, so water would need to be provided. Given the size of the proposed range (1.3
miles in length) within concept one, a minimum of two water sources would need to be provided. In this
case, wells already exist, which could be tapped into to provide water for the bison. On the eastern side
of the range, a well associated with a former private home was capped but not sealed and could be
made operational to provide water at this location (see Figures 19, 20) for approximate location of the
eastern water provision site). On the western end of the range, wells exist to service the restrooms near
the archery range and at the Camp Spring Lake Retreat Center. Either of these could be utilized to
provide water for the bison. Each of these water sources can incorporate heating elements to ensure
the water is available throughout the year. For concept two, which divides the entire range into three
paddocks, three separate water sources would need to be provided, one for each paddock. The existing
wells, discussed for concept one, are also available as water sources for concept two. If no power line is
close, solar panels could be used to provide power.

Within MRPR, the eastern bison range (Site One on Figure 21) does contain one .22-acre wetland
(PUBGh-Palustrine unconsolidated bottom permanently flooded diked/impounded, PEM1-Freshwater
Emergent Wetland habitat) which might be able to serve as a water source for a bison herd (see blue
polygon on MRPR map, (figure 21). Because of its size (approximately 1.4 miles in length), this range
would need a second, heated water source which would require a new well. Site two within this park
does not contain a natural water source. Because of its size, one water source would suffice which
would have to be provided by a new well. If no power line is close, solar panels could be used to provide
power.

If Dakota County implements a bison reintroduction project, an animal control system will need to be
built to gather the bison either to transport the herd off-site, if the bison are on a rental basis and
owned by another entity, or to conduct a yearly roundup and possibly to cull the herd, if the animals are
owned by the County. In the first instance, a corral will suffice to concentrate the animals to facilitate
moving them onto trucks/trailers. In the second scenario in which Dakota County would own the bison,

64



both a corral and handling facility would be required. In both cases, the ideal location would be away
from public view. This would be for the benefit of both the animals and the public.

SLPR has an ideal location for these animal handling facilities. It can be located at the far east corner of
the range and currently has an access road to it. Both concepts can utilize this site for a handling facility.
With no public amenities or access, MRPR has several locations where these facilities could be built. If
this park is chosen for a bison project and these handling facilities are established, future visitor service
amenities could be planned and located away from them.

Costs

Capital. All the infrastructure components required by the bison can be provided at each of the
proposed sites. An important decision factor is the cost of providing these components at each of these
sites. The following table presents approximate costs for the following project components for each park
based on the draft site ranges presented. Actual costs will necessarily be based on final range size and
configuration.

Total bison
Total bison related
related infrastructure
infrastructure without
Handling w/ handling handling
facility facility facility
Bison Bison Total including Greenway | (includes 25% [ (includes 25%
fence- | fence- [perimeter squeeze Cattleguard | Water | Storage [realignment| inflation and | inflation and
primary | safety fencing | corral shoot Gates for roads |[provision| building [ expense contingency) | contingency)
Site
SLPR - Concept
One $36,216 | $18,612 | $ 54,828 | $5,000 | $ 400,000 | $5,850 | $ 39,000 | $ 19,100 | $14,000 |$ 577,000 [$ 1,393,472 [S 893,472
SLPR - Concept
Two $40,543 | $13,214 | $ 53,757 | $5,000 | $ 400,000 | $7,150 | $ 23,400 | $ 33,300 | $14,000 S 670,607 |$ 170,607
MRPR - Site one | $46,800 | $ 3,330 | $50,130 | $5,000 | $ 400,000 | $2,600 | $ - | $28,500 | $14,000 S 625,230 |$ 125,230
MRPR - Site two | $20,520 | $ 7,200 | $ 27,720 | $5,000 | $ 400,000 | $1,950 | $ - [ $20,400 | $14,000 S 586,070 | $ 86,070

Table 2. Estimated bison infrastructure costs per park

Notes: Expenses associated with visitor services can only be determined after a site is chosen and an
actual range is designed, and the level of service provision is determined. The specific services will be
determined during the design phase, if directed to proceed by the County Board. A minimum of an
observation deck and interpretive signage would cost in the range of $100,000 - $150,000. These can be
designed and built during the initial implementation phase or serve as a future phase of the project.

To establish the SLPR concept one range, approximately .75 miles of the regional trail would need to be
moved slightly north of its current location (Figure 19). The cost for building this amount of trail is
estimated to be approximately $577,000. This plan does not call for dismantling the existing trail, and
therefore there would not be additional costs to remove it.

Funding Sources for Capital Expenses. There are two legislative bodies that could provide funding for a
bison project. The Legislative-Citizen Commission on Minnesota Resources (LCCMR) provides funding
recommendations to the legislature for environment and natural resource projects. These funds come
primarily from the Environment and Natural Resources Trust Fund (ENRTF). The University of Minnesota
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received a three-year ENRTF grant in 2017, for a project entitled Restoring and Preserving Savanna Using
Bison. In addition, the MN DNR received an ENRTF grant, in 2015, for a project entitled Reintroduction
and Interpretation of Bison in Minnesota State Parks. The LCCMR 2020-2021 funding timeline has not
been set as of the date that this document was completed, however draft proposals to LCCMR will likely
be due in March of 2020, with final proposals due in April.

The second legislative body is the Lessard-Sams Outdoor Heritage Council (LSOHC) which recommends
projects for funding from the Outdoor Heritage Fund that “directly relate to the restoration, protection,
and enhancement of wetlands, prairies, forests, and habitat for fish, game, and wildlife, and that
prevent forest fragmentation, encourage forest consolidation, and expand restored native prairie.” The
Minnesota Sharp-tailed Grouse Society and Pheasants Forever received a 2019 Outdoor Heritage Grant,
and The Nature Conservancy received a 2019 Outdoor Heritage Grant; both projects contained
conservation grazing as a funded activity. The LSOHC 2020-2021 funding timeline has not been set as of
the date that this document was completed. Draft proposals to the Council will likely be due in May of
2020.

Operating expenses.
Staffing. It is anticipated a .5 FTE will be needed to manage herd-related activities. The position
would pose an annual expense of approximately $47,312 (e.g., for salary, benefits, computer, phone
stipend). The duties of the wildlife technician would be:
e Check on the health of the bison; account for each animal’s whereabouts and general health
e Check the water supply (ensure operation, clean, and disinfect water tanks)
e Check perimeter, safety, and holding facility fences
e Repair fencing as required
e Additional trail maintenance, restroom cleaning and monitoring of visitor activities
associated with increased numbers of visitors
e Provide grain feeding
e Procure hay and feed bison (if required during winter)
e Maintain buffer outside of perimeter fence (mowing and tree and shrub removal)
e Inspect and prepare feeding equipment
e QOrganize annual round up
e Inspect and maintain holding facility
e Develop and maintain stud book and animal data book
e Organize annual health assessment and vet care as needed
e Inspect all gates and ensure proper operation
e Inspect all cattle guards and ensure proper operation (if present)
e Record keeping and reporting
e Organize staff/researcher’s safety training and proper range behavior
e  Assist with natural resource management/monitoring within bison range
e  Assist with research projects within bison range
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Equipment supplies and services. Once established, a bison herd is relatively self-sufficient and
minimal inputs are required. Approximate annual expenses are calculated at $7,250:
e Design and engineering: 7-10% of capital expenses
e Consultant — Project administration inspection: 7-10% of capital expenses*
e Electricity for heated water source and shed: $800
e Salt and mineral blocks: $350
e Diatomaceous earth: $600
e Grain: $2,500
e Veterinarian costs (as needed): $1,500
e Prairie hay: $700
e Fence repair supplies: $500
e Handling facility repair: $300
* The nature of this project is such that internal expertise could provide these services.

Total annual operating expenses would come to $54,562. (with the addition of onetime expenses for
project design, engineering, administration and inspection)

Potential Funding Sources for Operating Expenses.
e Parks and Trails Legacy Fund
e Metropolitan Council Operations and Maintenance
e Environmental Legacy Fund (ELF)
e Fee based revenue
e Dakota County levy

Ecological benefits

After examining each park’s ability to meet the needs of the animals and the associated costs, the next
area of analysis is the ecological benefit potential for each park from the reintroduction of bison. While
this is difficult to predict, there are at least two perspectives on this. There is some evidence that
targeted dispersal of species across habitat boundaries from areas of high to low biodiversity, or
spillover, can be enhanced by bison/grazing. This grazing provides disturbances within the restored
prairie that seeds from adjacent high-diversity prairie remnants can be introduced (Sperry et al. 2019),
increasing the plant diversity on the restored prairie within the bison range. Therefore, it follows that
parks that contain diverse remnants have the potential to benefit more from bison than those that do
not. Using this model, the park that could gain the most would be MRPR, because there are relatively
large (compared to the other potential sites) remnant prairies near the proposed Site One bison range.
Spring Lake Park Reserve could also benefit, to a lesser extent, from spillover. There is a prairie remnant
about .4 miles to the east and high-diversity prairies less than two miles to the west.

As stated earlier in this document, any prairie will be enhanced by returning grazing generally and bison
specifically to the park. Since all the proposed bison ranges in each of the two parks are situated on
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restored prairie, the relative ecological benefit should be similar across the parks, the above discussion
notwithstanding. Assuming this is true, assigning relative ecological benefit is a matter of the number of
acres being grazed by the bison. Using this simple methodology, Site One at MRPR (230 acres) would
accrue the most benefits followed by SLPR (150 acres), with Site Two at MRPR (100 acres) accruing the
least benefit. Utilizing both methods for assigning potential ecological benefit results in the same
conclusion. Miesville Ravine Park Reserve would benefit ecologically the most from a bison herd,
followed by SLPR. It should be noted that this in terms of relativity to each other, as all sites would
benefit from the grazing and other bison behaviors.

Visitor Services

The final area of analysis required in the site selection process is visitor services. Bison reintroduction
impacts on visitor services can be grouped into two areas: impacts on current visitor services and
services required to accommodate people coming to the park to experience the bison. During
information gathering trips to area bison herds, it was frequently pointed out that if Dakota County
establishes a bison herd, people are going to want to view them. As an example, at Minneopa State
Park, 2014 (pre-bison) attendance numbers were at 173,000. In 2015, when bison were introduced into
the park, attendance numbers grew to 233,000, and the numbers have increased each year since. The
park has experienced a 69 percent increase in attendance since the bison were introduced into the park
(personal communication, 1/2/2019).

The proposed bison ranges in the two County parks necessarily require relatively large areas of land to
accommodate the habitat needs of the animal. Retrofitting the infrastructure needed to keep the bison
and park visitors contained and safe can have profound impacts on existing visitor services. On the other
hand, existing visitor service infrastructure can accommodate and serve those coming to the park to
experience the bison. Spring Lake Park Reserve contains examples of both. As presented on the draft
SLPR concept one bison range map, approximately .75 miles of the existing regional trail would need to
be relocated slightly north of its present location to accommodate the bison range as proposed. The
regional trail would not need to be moved if concept two is chosen, because the entire range is divided
into three paddocks, leaving the trail in place and outside of the bison range.

In addition, roughly .9 miles of natural surfaced trail near the retreat center would need to be
abandoned or relocated for both concepts. Conversely, there are several existing visitor improvements
that would serve people visiting the park to experience the bison. The existing entrance road and
parking lots at the archery range and retreat center could be available for people who are visiting
specifically to see the bison. In addition, the existing restroom, water, and picnic shelter facilities are
available for visitors. The existing regional trail provides opportunities for visitors to view the bison over
large parts of the proposed range. It is possible that the existing visitor services infrastructure would be
inadequate to meet the needs of the number of people interested in visiting the park to experience the
bison.

There are no existing visitor service amenities associated with either Site One or Site Two bison ranges
at MRPR. From that point of view, there would be no disruption to existing services or infrastructure.
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However, if the County wanted to provide access for the public to experience the bison, if established at
one of these sites, all appropriate services would need to be built. At Site One, a public access road
would need to be provided as would a parking area and possibly restrooms, water, and picnicking (e.g.,
table, shelter) amenities for visitors. In addition, some accommodation(s) for viewing the bison would
need to be established. These could include a trail, viewing platform, in-range automobile road. At Site
Two at MRPR, similar visitor amenities would need to be provided except for an access road, because a
parking lot could be established from 280%" Street East. The actual improvements provided would be
dependent on the level of service provision that the County wanted to provide at these sites. A concern
at Site Two would be people stopping and/or parking along 280" Street East, causing traffic issues and
possibly disturbing homeowners in the area.

Summary

The following comparison table summarizes the park suitability for bison using key project components.

Park Suitability For Bison Table

o . . Existing bison Existing compatible visitor
Site sufficient Compatible with | . N . Near human X .
. infrastructure (water services (access, parking, . Potential Operational
H LR O aclerptet) Masiar [well, natural] restrooms, water, viewin Pepuladen artnerships | effecienc
attribute habitat plan o ! ! ) g centers P P 4
electricity, access, etc.) opportunities)
Park
Miesville
ke ddok| kok k[ K *ok |
Reserve
Spring Lake *** ... ... .... .**.....
Park Reserve

Table 3. Park suitability comparison

There are four County parks that can be eliminated from consideration as presented above. If the
County Board directs the staff to implement a bison reintroduction project, the second decision point
focuses on where this reintroduction should take place. Of the two parks that meet the basic bison
habitat requirements, MRPR presents the most challenges for several reasons. There is no infrastructure
currently in the park that the bison would require. Additionally, there is no visitor services infrastructure
currently in place. It is the most remote park and therefore the furthest from population centers and
would have the greatest travel distance for County staff to conduct regular and frequent monitoring
visits. While the park, specifically Site One, would have the most to gain from reintroducing bison, it
would be the most expensive to implement if the project includes the infrastructure required to
facilitate and welcome visitor viewing. If undertaken purely as a prairie enhancement/management
project, with no visitor service provisions, it would likely be the least expensive alternative. From this
analysis, the most viable option for a bison reintroduction project would be SLPR.

Spring Lake Park Reserve. This park could provide a bison range of approximately 150 contiguous
acres, creating habitat for about 30 bison. A forage analysis would need to be conducted to determine
the actual number. This park currently contains numerous access points to the proposed range that




would make monitoring of the herd and the infrastructure (fences, gates, cattle guards, and watering
feature) efficient. The location of the park would make regular monitoring visits relatively convenient.
Electricity and water sources are available for the bison-required infrastructure. The eastern section of
the proposed range would provide an ideal location for the animal handling facility. It is secluded and
has an access road to it. To accommodate visitors, there are an existing entrance road, restrooms, and
parking lots (the archery range and Camp Spring Lake each contain space for 36 cars), and the regional
trail would accommodate public visitation. Additional parking may be needed if the bison become a very
popular attraction. County staff are currently updating both the Master Plan and the Natural Resource
Management Plan for this park. If this park is chosen, these plans can reflect this project and future
needs for visitor services, interpretation, and natural resource management associated with the bison
herd.

If concept one is chosen, there are existing trails that would need to be moved. Approximately .75 miles
of the existing regional trail would need to be relocated slightly north of its present location to
accommodate the bison range as proposed. This concept provides the most habitat to the bison,
unfettered by fences. Concept two, utilizing a paddock system would not require moving the regional
trail, as the paddocks would be designed around the existing location of the trail. A paddock system, as
presented in concept two, would require more bison/human interaction as County staff would need to
facilitate the movement of bison from one paddock to another. Roughly .9 miles of natural surface trail,
near Camp Spring Lake, would need to be abandoned or relocated if either concept is chosen.

Because of its location and the fact that soil would be disturbed for some of the required infrastructure,
a cultural resource review would need to be conducted to determined potential impacts to
archeological sites.

In the final analysis, SLPR would provide the best option to reintroduce a bison herd. The bison will
improve 150 acres of restored prairie and Dakota County residents will have the opportunity to
experience and learn about this iconic native animal and its role in the Native American culture of this
area.

Next Steps

When this study is presented to the Dakota County Board of Commissioners, staff will be looking for
direction on three bison project-related issues.

1. Should County Staff proceed with a bison reintroduction project?

2. Should Dakota County join the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd partnership or contract with
a private entity to procure bison?

3. Which park should be chosen for the bison reintroduction project?

Subject to County Board direction, there is a sequence of planning that would need to be completed.

o Staff will refine the design for the bison range and develop an updated capital cost estimate.
o  Staff will design associated visitor service improvements including an associated cost estimate.
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e Staff will develop an implementation plan, a bison owner’s/operational manual, and a safety
manual.

e  Staff will contact the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd Partnership to understand the associated
partnership terms and responsibilities of the County.

e  Staff will prepare and submit grant proposal(s) to the LCCMR and LSOHC.

e Staff will conduct a public engagement process to solicit project input.

e  Staff will return to the Board at a future meeting with an update to the items above.

Public Engagement

An effort was made to seek public input on the idea of reintroducing bison in Dakota County. Two
methods were employed to obtain this input. A story map was developed which included a general
survey about the idea. In addition, public input was solicited during an open house, held on October 14,
2019, for the Spring Lake Park Reserve Master Plan and Natural Resource Management Plan
development process.

Bison Story Map

The story map presents information on Dakota County’s natural history and the role of bison in that
history. At the end of the presentation, there is a link to a four-question survey along with a section for
general feedback and comments. A link to the story map was provided on the Dakota County park’s
webpage and Facebook page. Information about the story map was also included in the October park’s
listserv. While this survey is not scientifically valid, it does provide some measure of public thought
about the idea. The questions asked were:

e What do you think about the idea of reintroducing bison to a County Park?

e If bison are reintroduced into a park, how interested are you in being able to view them?

e If bison are reintroduced into a park, what would be your major concerns about it?

e |[f bison are reintroduced into a park, would you be interested in educational programs about
bison?

As of November 1, 502 people participated in the story map survey. The results of the survey were as
follows:

e What do you think about the idea of reintroducing bison to a County Park?

O 11ike the Id@a...uc ettt e 90.04%
O 1 doNOt like the idea.....ucceeeeeieeeeee et 3.59%
o lam unsure about the idea .......ccceevvvvvieeeiiiciee e, 6.37%

e |[f bison are reintroduced into a park, how interested are you in being able to view them?

o | would definitely travel to the park to view the bison............ 85.26%
o |'would have no interest in viewing the bison.........cccccceuenuunee.. 3.19%
71



o |'would view the bison if | was in the park.......cccccevevrieeennne.. 11.55%

e |[f bison are reintroduced into a park, what would be your major concerns about it?

o Safety for the bison.......oieecee e 52.79%
o Safety for park ViSitors.......coceecenieececceccece e 36.65%
o | have no concerns about reintroducing bison............cccceueue. 28.29%
o Expense of reintroducing and maintaining bison..................... 24.70%
o Losing accessibility to portions of the park........cccoevveeeeveennn. 9.56%

e |[f bison are reintroduced into a park, would you be interested in educational programs about

bison?
o |would be very interested in attending programs..................... 51.79%
o |would be mildly interested in attending programs.................. 38.25%
o | would have no interest in attending programs.........ccccceeerevne. 9.76%

There were 203 people who provided comments in the survey. Survey result charts are included in the
Appendices along with all the comments that were received.

Table at Spring Lake Park Reserve Open House

On Monday October 14, 2019, an open house was conducted to provide information and solicit public
input about the Master Plan and Natural Resource Management Plan that are in the process of being
developed for Spring Lake Park Reserve. A table devoted to the bison reintroduction idea was staffed to
gauge participants’ feelings and thoughts about this idea. Numerous people stopped by the table to
discuss the topic. A simple voting exercise was included. People were asked to place a beanin a
container if they did not like the idea of reintroducing bison or place a bean in another container if the
person liked the idea of reintroducing bison. By the end of the open house, 16 (94% of survey
participants) people had placed a bean in the “I like the idea” container, and one (6% of survey
participants) person had placed a bean in the “I do not like the idea” container.

While these surveys included a very small sample size and are not statistically valid, they do provide
some measure of public thought about the idea. The bison story map can be viewed at:
https://dakotacounty.maps.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid=bef2827f6d4d46f994571112b3
e7d6d6

Technical Advisory Committee

A technical Advisory Committee was formed to provide guidance regarding reintroducing bison and to
review this feasibility study. Their suggestions were incorporated into the final draft document. The
Committee was made up of:
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e Ed Quinn, Natural Resource Program Supervisor, MN Dept of Natural Resources, Division of
Parks and Trails

e Craig Beckman, Minneopa State Park Manager, MN Dept of Natural Resources, Division of Parks
and Trails

e Diana Weinhardt, Curator of Northern Trail, Minnesota Zoological Gardens

Note of Thanks: We would like to thank the Committee for providing guidance and wisdom during the
development of this study. Their experience with Bison bison bison was invaluable as we thought about
a bison project. Ed Quinn and Craig Beckman, of the Minnesota Department of Natural Resources also
spent a day in the field with Dakota County natural resource staff to evaluate the three parks that were
being considered for this project. We would also like to thank the project consultant, Sam Talbot, who
researched and provided information used in the study.

Enterprise Risk Management Participants

e Scott Hagen, Dakota County

e Joseph Walton, Dakota County

e Steve Sullivan, Dakota County

e Taud Hoopingarner, Dakota County

e B.J. Battig, Dakota County

e Autumn Hubbell, Dakota County

e Brad Deitner, Dakota County

e Jenny Groskopf, Dakota County

Tom Lewanski, Dakota County

Ed Quinn, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
Craig Beckman, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
Bob Fashingbauer, Minnesota Department of Natural Resources
e Diana Weinhardt, Minnesota Zoological Gardens
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List of Appendices

Appendix A Letter from the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd Partnership
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November 10, 2019

Tom Lewanski, DPA
Natural Resources Manager
Dakota County Parks
14955 Galaxie Avenue
Apple Valley, MN 55124

Dear Tom,

We have been pleased to be part of Dakota County’s efforts to assess the feasibility of re-introducing bison to a unit in your
county park system. It is exciting to be able to share information on our experiences with your team and to visit some
potential reintroduction sites in the Dakota County park system.

As you know, the MN Department of Natural Resources — Division of Parks & Trails (MNDNR) and the Minnesota Zoo (MZG)
have a formal agreement to play a role in conserving the population and genetics of the American Plains Bison (Bison bison
bison). Our agreement has two primary goals: 1) to manage a meta-population of bison free of detectable levels of cattle
DNA introgression, and 2) that the herd is large enough to have a high level of genetic diversity and sustain that diversity over
the long-term.

Currently, we have approximately 128 bison amongst three different locations: Blue Mounds State Park, Minneopa State Park,
and the Minnesota Zoo. Research indicates that a larger population, around 400-500 animals is necessary to sustain genetic
viability for the long term. While we are continuing to assess the potential for an additional state park location or two, we are
also in need of additional partners to achieve the meta-population size necessary to retain genetic diversity.

To become a member of the Minnesota Bison Conservation Herd (MBCH), an organization must agree to manage its bison so
that there is no detectable evidence of cattle nuclear or mitochondrial DNA in the herd. In doing so, that organization benefits
by receiving “founder” animals from the MBCH and by being part of the meta-population so genetics data is tracked and
animals are moved between herds as needed to retain and improve genetic diversity of the sub-populations and overall
MBCH. There are some additional requirements for MBCH members, but this one is the most critical.

Should Dakota County decide to move ahead with a bison reintroduction to your park system, we hope you'll consider joining
the MN Bison Conservation Herd and lock forward to further discussions at that time.

Sincerely,

W@um

Ed Quinn
Natural Resource Program Supervisor
Minnesota Department of Natural Resources — Division of Parks and Trails

yonY

Kevin Willis
Vice President of Animal Programs
Minnesota Zoo
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Appendix B Minneopa State Park Fencing Specifications
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Appendix C  Public Survey Results

Bison Survey

‘What do you think about tha iiaa of reintroducing bison to a County Park?
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Bison Survey

Page 2 of 15

Answers Count Percentage
1 would definitely trarvel to the park dor the opportunily %o view the bison 431 85.01%
1 Woukd have NG Bt in viewing the biscn 18 355%
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if bison are reintroduced Into a park, what would be your major concems about it?
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Answered: 506 Skpped: 1
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If bison are reintroduced into a park, would you be (nterested in educationa programs about bison?

250

m — -
150 .
100
w . o - e —————
o £
| would ba ver | would be mil I would have n...
Answers Count Percentage
1 wordd b very Neresind in agendng programs aboul tison 262 5188%
| woukd be midly nterestad i aBening pOGrAMs abaut bison 154 3826%
| woukd Favee o 0 anerding prog atout bison ] 6.00%

Answered 506 Skpped. 1
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Great idea

Yes! A groatidea. Thoy ware hese frsl, tefore arry white man. White man ook them ey  asroromcal numterns with no regr
4 o remorse for ther Ioss and e Peapie 1hat respected them the most. Now s the time 10 bring them Dack 10 Iheir hemasnd w
e thay belong. BUT. they must be PROTECTED e RESPECTED Io the fubest adent | woud ask e Nathe Amanican co
mmunty for i input as well To me, that would De the most iImponan thisg Lo 3o frat and then go from these. That's my 2 pen
ries worth,

Yes oo ¢!
Yay for Baoed
Yas quesn’

Vioukd love the idea of reintroducing Biscn Dt Bm stauncty 858nst usng ¢ solely as a medum for tourtsm And putling thes at |
ha risk of iGNorant cizens who wouldT! otherwise saak oul Wikfa and whe A nit educated As lorg as it 1571 a 200 Ten | lov
ot

Without knowledge of he actual areas and glans on Now bison will be used, 1 5 2 Ittie cIfioul! 10 ANEWer 1eEs queLtions. 1 o8
necs, | am in suppor, but would really The 10 Angw e cost diference and crambacks (mostly seeing the walkowing diferencs) o
Tusing bison a8 cppasad 0 goats. Wouks you have 6nough 4rea 10 keap bitcn year reund? Would you move Bisen around of ke
op them i o place? If =5, how would you move them since ey #06 50 tig

White there are Sgnficant managament tenefts $om the grazing - which is great I'd be intarastad o see e County espiore 1
® NEA cornecion of beon and INJGenies PECpl’s on thes land. The MN DNR s doing some fun programiming &1 8les Mouns $
P - cfiering a pranie anc bison towr In @ jeop. It wae pratty cooll

Which park @ you logking #17 | Ive rear Lebanon Hils Park and would love 10 366 hem Tere

Vinat park and where?

Vinat is the purpces? Is this for education of for the benenment of & hears?

What o great cppartunity for icls of peapie % Fave 3 drarce to see a buffak

Whad & great ideal!

What a antastic isea! PLEASE bring the Biscn back!

We think this 5 2 great ideal Wa have besn 1o Blos Mounds snd Minscpa State Parks 10 see the bison there.

Wh e @ 3pecid Campng trp 1o visk the bisan in ANNNeopa 5106 Pak. They had a grest setup, but it was Interesting that the
¥ 4 not 8aka the Sme % establsh 3 native praiie before ntreducing the bison. They ssid ey have to do malrterance on e la
i and Cicae POMIaNS 1 Gl dien 3hiutis and cther non-natves pericdicaly. 50 1 would encoursgs establshing a large mative pr
aine BEFORE introducing bisce 10 dewel o0 & complete acosystem that can maintain itset! long tanm: Viry iemeted to mee wher
© this woukd be In Cakota county,
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we love visiing Mnsecpa State Part and wert cf of 0uf wily 10 viad thit 5ark berause of Hie bison down there We mary cewer
have sapanenced sy of Thid pak el 1 ere Nad ot been Bison here. | sure hope that this couks be used and Inbaduced in o
e of ouf pans e larming alosg about Tem would not only beneft pacple Bul Gur SURGLNENG SOl BSKCEs who could ke
Fo'd trips.

\Wh Rl eross IMZOriAnt 749G 10 S20nd Our fime and money 00 I Darkota Courty Pecpis can see bison & the 200 o6 @ run
bar of prvate and pubiic locatons in Mirnessis

Wary nierestng ides |
Yary cool k32 Love the grants that 30 suppossdly viekths 1 SUepo SUC an endeavour
This would be wenZentul

This would be great We have seen seal tison ot T [ N ol Park and Blue Mound they ave vory aecinating 2
N WU BIng loures

Thia wil B¢ @ Grast RUS! AYaction. pocpie will sary for 4 | ssmsmber deauing for snles for see Bosion

This sounds Hoe such an interedng dea thal coud edusale the communiy. help Discn, and bing vistons to Daskots Courty. Pl
e cormeder 8

This is very excting!
This & vary cool 1'm eeolod 10 hear dbout which park you e consideeng

This is thetr camres Lancs bl thers amd Peogke roed 10 leam 10 share 12e lands with anmats. Thant you for Ifes AMazing oppon
ety <500 Our K0S 10 chsena Tre wonders of the wild Iy

This Is soch 3 res! e, VWt coud 506 INESE AMAZIFg M Mars N Tie wid 35 GEposed (0 3 200. Gimsl chance fix Mudents o
Wty and K22 e NS0 300 how Do MEectes i7e Gt

This is just archer wisn of cur tax doliers, STGF WASTING MY IMONEYH
This 16 80 a2 Bon! 0ea - MNrescta can be a kader n resmonng arvms (o th kends ey coce 103863 and shous again Tha
o you

Thid i 50 awesona iedl | Debeve his wouid have 3 signdcant inflsench 6n the wissih of Dakol county ant he surounding ar
00 In the areas of consenvabon, hisiory and Sckogy This wouk? als0 bring n 2 10t of Welors 50 Cur park syshem and Save o drect
mpact on tuf 2 acoromy. BS0N e one of oA Anercy s mosl fascineing Smea i ssd 10 hinve tham ik dose s iy aw
AW o o communiy! B!

Trinin sao @ graat sppoarunity for 5210 ¥ipa, tison mepresant 50 many aress of eEucation Soence. eciogy, Anerican hsry. L
s woukd be an good contrituton %0 the commemunity.

Trenis 8 gresil 1908 esgecally it 17 1302 15 panmined 10 7etum 10 fs natural stk This s what #1 leas! @ part of cur pars sysiem
should be atout Lock ot Minnacpa Trey could Lse some e natralzing, but they seom 10 be heading i the sig™t drection
A lowedy e Tt shoud be punioed.

This is a great ideal Looking formard 1o this Grast ides coming 1o e
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This has been done successfully In stste parks across the state (Minneopa and Blua Mounds). They have goed systems for kee
ping bison and visilors safe | think Dakota county could do something smilar

Think this over very carefuly please,
They are sggressive, big animals. If one gets out, there will be protlems. Bad idea.
The role of bison In contributing to restered habat mantensnce s for me the primary attraction.

Tha only reasan | think that there could be a safety issue for people, is that some people Just do ncradibly stupid things. | raally |
ike the dea.

The herd in Minnecpa SP is awesome. Something ike that near tha matro would be a big hitl
Thanks for reaching out % the public for nput!

Thank you. Hope this plan comes Lo pass.

Such aneat icea’

Siop spending tax money on dumb shit

Souncs tke 3 pretty cool idea to me.

Sounds fun

So, which park ara you going 10 deny access 1o Humans using? Vermilion Highlands? Vermilicn River WMA? Because you kno
W you Ccan't wall (o 1ell people they can’t go there

Seems the a great idea for school field trips, 3s long as cost is reasonabile.
Safety and expansa, lower cur taxes

Reintroducing native species is a great kea,

Rentreducing Butalo 10 MN |15 an awesome idea.

Resrtrocucng biscn 10 3 Dakola County Park is an axcelent (d2a. This will provide children and aculls excelent educational opp
ortunities about our lands and animals, People will travel for these opportuniies which will bring manay into our county

Reintroducng bizon into a Dakota county park is a great idea. My cursory concemns are primarily centered arcund the knucklehes
ads that woukd visit the pack and get t00 close 10 1he animals. Having saxd that, | as0 wouldn't wan! % gee them in a smal ferce
@ area fke a 200 (it woud need to be a large fancad area). I've hackpacked through a park In Virginia thal had wild harses runni
ng arcund and It was very cool. thanks, Mitch

Professional ecologist answering here. They were native 1o pockets of habitat here. If possible, bring them back. Exact genetics
are |ikely gona

Please give me bison
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Please engage native communities in this process. The reasen that the bison left Dakota County was Sed fo the government pu 1
£hing out native communities. it is critical 1o acknowledge and heal thal and this seems lke an amazing opportunily to faclitate t

natl

Please do it 1
please 0o it do not listen to the moms who think ther kids are gonna get trampled by bison or whatever| 1l 1
Please bring bisan here 1

People forget that we are the guests. pacpia are the visors. The more we can get back to nature the nealthier pacpe are. thea 1
nimais are and the planet is| As far as theee few- Darwin has a thaory and you can't reguiaiedegisiate stupidity

Outstanding idea 1
One of our favonte famidy 1nps was o Custer park In S0 and seaing the bison was & greal expenanca. 1
Ok, If in Spring Lake Park. It's big enough. Otheraise you coud do cattle wimovabie fencing, Very litte cost 1o the county 1
Oh yeah! 1

Cbviously bison historically were frea-ranging herbivores. | have some concern with introducing s maestic specas and hawn 1
9 f managed as lvestock and being confined to & smak area The health and wel-being of the animals shoud definfiely be take
n nto conskeration when thinking about tis cpportunity. Thank you for scliciting public input.

Net only 9o | think tis Is a good idea, | also think we should being bison farming to MN, It would be a healthier allemstiveand m 1

ake buying ground bison cheapar,
No thanks. Pot hales should be fxed 1
Na 1

My initigl Tealing about the intradkction of bison i quile positive. | would love 10 visit and view bison as long as theses enough s 1
pace for them 10 roam Irealy

Minacpa State Park in Mankato has Bison 1t is an atiraction foe the grea. It's 3 great way 1o manage the land like it wes whenth 1

@ biton were in this area.

Majestic animal. 1
Love this idea' 1
Love this idea 1

Love the idea. Usad to halp aut &t Balwin Consarvancy and actually did a sludy on em. Amazing animals and | think the vay t 1
hay set up their viewing areas ie a great example 1o follow.

Love !e kea, People aren't always Swesome £0 much main concem & someone being an itiot and pulling the bison in danger. 1

Lave e ides! 1
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Love the kiea and 1 is critical in furthering the gaal of natursl resources restoration, managemert and enhancement [Lis the mis 1
sing pieca! 13180 Jove the idea of having a herd nearby 1o view and would abssiusety bring the family to bison related programs.
Very exciting and cutting edge!

Love Bison, but paopla | am not such a fan off, Pecpie would endanger tha Bison by rying to gel to dose, feeding them treating 1
{hem Ske domesticated animals So, the atility to keep people away from the tison with the possitilty of sightng the butfalo wo
ule be of utmast importance. To protect the Bison from people

Lﬁemmlmmmi’m-smkmmnhearbbankhgwmslikempsttuoyoulmmm'xm 1
lang?

Letsdoit! t

Lat the buttaio roam. Itie net up to humans to control nature. They were here for a reason. Stop screwing with neture. Halways 1
wins.

keep up the good work, Let's get cut land back 1o a healthy, sustainable acosystem. It benefits all of us! 1
Keep up the good work(?) Joe! |l 1

Just 1ok my family to Minneopa State Park last waekend. Very cocl experience. Would be great seeing thess beautifd creature 1
§ roam free closer 1o home,

Jae. wa know this was a joke that never ends! PLEASE be more considerale of funding thesa kinds of far out, halp nobody . ide 1
a5, Absurd. LEAVE THIS TO OTHER PRIVATE ENTITIES - f thare is grant funding, DO NOT APPLY. Dakota County DOES N

OT need to spend anciher mement thinking or saking action on this iea. Leave this to nich people ske Amazon owner or Bil Gat

as,

I've seen haw peopla behave around bulfals and fear scmeone will find a way lo get dangeroLsly dose % them, 1

I've seem Bison cut weet in Yeliowsicne Naticnal Park They are magnificent creatures and they would be grest o have sround 1
lecally to ooserve.

It2 an idaa warth kicking around 1

Its @ neat dea but whare would you do it. Containing a small group 1 the ubanzation sround Lesanon Hlls wouid be dificual 1
$@ Itis very high traffic etc. Would be fantastic if you could do on part of the UMore property (1 realze s not county land but | dis
like the planned exparsion of Rosemaunt and hope there ls more preserved park space). Few peopie go 10 Mieswille 80 perhaps
¥Ou are considenng it Shars bluff area would very pretly.

Irs a great cancept, just hope s teasble. 1
It's a good ke, 1
It would be pretty ccol 1
Itiooks Ike It's part of @ ecolegy management program and not Just a qUasi-200 gimenick, $a am n favor 1

Itis net clear whether this herd would ba temporary or permanent. I'd be interested 1o know # other areas In the region have don 1
@ this and what the results were. And are the tribas invoived in the efiords?
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It is great that the county is studying this, as & “natural’ natural resource management took and @iso to honor the hstary of thisla 3
na | hope the county moves forward with this!

1t is good for the land too! Haath of the sail. 1
15 there enough land 1o support the Bison ? 1

In Lea's Summit MO they have elk and | think some bison, Thara is a tall fence and a parking area where you can sée themand 1
fead them camots. M possile, that would be a great amenity in the Eagan area.

1f this is funded through 3 grant, how long wal grant maney be around to fund such 3 project? What happens to the herd whenth 1
€ grant maney is gone? | don't understand our county funding, but | feel like there are befer things 1o spend our fax payer dofar
s 0n other than a herd of bison.

| would need 1o 560 proposad maps of where they would be 3nd aso expected 0osts vs other management practices. If they are 1
able 10 be In 3 primarty prairie situsion | would be mora for (¢ If 18 goal is cak Savannah then | would be hesitant as Biscn do

not appesr 10 ba the best and managing woody vegetation. After visiting herd at Mankato, thare seems 10 be a lot of manageme

it needed 10 keep woodies down. The woedy vegelaton alse resiricts the view of puble trying 10 s2e tham. Bume appear to be
narder 1o pull off with wet weather patterms. Curicus 10 sae if elk or goats coud be figured into the design 10 hep with woody nfl

ux. Things like what up frant and long term costs would be ugad to make the fence able to hold olher species of animals with the
bisonsloebymormleodoﬂuoailamﬂﬂm.deloseehooomﬁyuphhgmaemeMWthﬂpmMpe
ople to visit the parks

| would love lo ==& {he reinroduction of bison as a toal in the management of our pramas and as a means of increasing dicloge 1
al dversity. And they are magnificent creatures!

| would love 10 sae bison in the park! Brnging back a spackes to improve the heslth of the park seams Ike a no-drainer 1

| would [ust want 1o make sure that it is cost consdious. It 18 B great idea, and | support increasing bison herds, but | don'twantit 1
10 be & boondoggle. Would be & great thing fo 1eam up wih the MN zco, as they are werking o0 increasing their herd.

| would hate to lcee usage of tha parks | use to bison. My recobiaction s that beson can altack paople 50 thig woukl not be 3 goo 1
d mix. Maybe | am wrong on that??

| would be very nterested in knowing the costs involved with reintroducing bison to a Dakota County Park, but also the patentisl 1
hazards for not only e bison, but for the park goers as well

1 wonder ff the herd would be of enough size 10 have an effect of the state of the savanna in general. | would guess tat the gz 1
ing and wallowing might be good for a smiall area of acreage, ard | suppose the berd would |ike 38 much range area as they can
get, maybe spreadng the effect over 100 broad &n &7ea to be benefical

1 went 1o go see the hard in Yelowstone this summer and had a great expenence | would be inleresled o coms ses them espe 1
cisly € there were s0me programming around the nalural ecosystam that integrated bison and their mportance 1o the land. May

be some outings could be sponsared at the Lebanan hills vsitor canter? | would be concerned people weuidn't take them sericu

sty and da hings 1hat might put the bison in danger like driving up next to them.
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| used 1o work dong prairie restoration and ive near tha park. | am really pnjcying seaing more restored prairie land in Dakota C 1
cunty. We hiked the valley ragularly and ride horse down there. | know the exotic species and aggressive natives are pretty cut

of cortrol and am glad to see somathing dene about it Not sure haw mauch of the valley would be set aside for bisan grazing, | h
opa here will still be accass to trals and fishing in e creek, Maybe start small and see whal the feedback is regarding the biso

n and the Impact thay are having.

1 uncerstand the ecological raasons 10r the bisans and the draw they would have for the publc tut | am uncomfortable and cene 1
emed sbout how the bisons will be treated. Wil they ba kilied and sold off when there are too many? 1s there encugh room in th

€ park 1o provde the distance needed from visiiors (o keep the bisans and humans safe? Wil thay attract coyolee and thus the ¢
ayctes wil bo kiled? Again, | think the idea of how they cortribute 1o healthy praines Is cool and they would bring mary visitors

a the park, but what price will the bisons pay? Thank you for your consideration in ths matter.

I think we ehouid start reirtroducing bison bacause it would be a great oppertunity for a ot of people who would like to see them 1
who don't have the opportunity or menay to drive down south Lo see them in @ natural habitat instead of a zco and it would be gr
eat 10 sae bison back roaming arcund where they once usa 1o e and hopefully afler this we can start %o gat more anma's snd
even plant's that use to ive here that don't anymare

| think this is an excellent idea! I'm & teacher in the area and might try ta ada Seld tnps to the cumicuium 1o come see the bsonw 1
b the students and talk about tribal history, ete.

| think this is a very inferesting idea. 1 think # would be amazing to see bison be rentroduced 1o this area. 1
| think this is a great ideal 1
| think this s a great idea and should be pursued more aggressivaly! 1

I think this i 2 great idea and Iove the fact that Dakoa County (s considering this. Thank you for baing good stewsrds of owr lan 1
d and bringing it back to the way it use to ba! It is 0 important. My anly concern would be for the safety of the bison themsalves
and for those peaple who want 1o view them,

1hink this & a fansastic ideal 1

Fihink this i= a fantastic idea and | hope that it comes 1o fruition. | would hefp with effarts to restore the bison It gven the opporty. 1
nty.
| think this coulc be a grest idesl. 1

I think this & wonderful idea | spplaud cur County Park systam for exploring Ivs as a real passiilty. It would be a great addition 1
10 cur park system, an educatonal 100l and have a positive Impact on our suffering enviranment.

| think studied have shown that bizon renireduced 1o ther natural area have shoan a vast improvement In the ecosystem. 1love 1
thisidaa We'd be interested in purchaging & home near where they are releasad 10 cbsanve them! Wonderful ides.

1 think meintmdieng hieon to Dakota County is @ greet lKMea. 1

| think it's a wonderful idea. | love Custer state park and feel cne of the greatest attractions there are the bison. | really iove tisi 1
dea. Great educational opportunity as wel!

I think it's a fartastc idea and | fuly support relntroducing bison 10 a Dakota County park to encourage the nasve landscapa oft 1
he local area
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| think it's a wondedful ideal

| think it would be a great ideal

| think It Is 3 great idea. | would like 1o see bison returned to our county,

| think it is & great idea | visit the park in Washington County to sae ter bigon often. i would be nice to have one avalsble n D
akota County too!

Ithink It Is @ great idea Itis past ima to do it Please do 4 and do i soon!

| think if you can use it a8 a leaming tcol. connecting to the Dakota County Tech coliage or Emvironmental HS that would be be
8 huge plus!

1 think bison in the park s 3 beautiful dea and increasing the number of fese animals helps recover our natural peairie habials.
1think adaing Bulfalo to Dakota County Is a great isea! Great for kigs of all agas. How about soma alk as wall 77

1 suppose brucelicsis lo cattle is a concern, keeping Bizon contained would te a concam, Keeping tham safe from malcious pe
ople. Sounds fun, though

1 support what is best for the tison. They should not be used as a tourist attraction.

1 support refuning biscn 0 Dakola county. It would ralse swareness n restoration effords and n our parks in general A concern
I have is over-grazing. Locking forward to seaing these symbaols of the praire back where thay once rcamed

1 reguiarly iInclude visits 10 bison herds whanaver | travel As long as 1he bison have respectfiul habilst end arent reducedtoas
mallish meat producing beard or petfing 200, I'd be in favor. Engaging lriba communities and pubiic schools in planning seem |
mportant. Planners should visit Ek [eland Park in Albaria 1o learn about proper ways 1 manage such an efforl.

1 question If bison would de an appropnaie addition 10 our county park system, Would they primarily be 8 means Lo some other e
nd (e g. praine restoration), o 5n end in and of themsalves (0.9 bison viewing and ecucation)? If the former, it seems like there
must be other natural resource management tocls and approaches that would be more broadly applicable to mare (or even al)
of the parks - Including those that cannot suppod bisen rentroducton. If the Gtter, | wonder £ Ihe Parks depaniment should rage
off other potential uses for the land the bison would occupy in arder 10 own and mantain a captive herd for demonstration purpo
ses - more like a 700 or nature center

I may not be interested In educational programming - But my son and his two very young chikiren would be so a huge WIN foru
!

| lave this ideal! | have family in South Dakcta and a cherlshed chiklhood memory s seeing the bison in Custer State Park, | hop
@ werks out

I love this ideal We nead cur chidren 10 connect to the history of our state, and the unigue aspects of our Midwest hentage.
1 love this idaa! This was thair land first
I love the deal!

1 lave the ides and | would think it would Bring revenue 1o small businessas as people from other communities would also come

wisit,
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1ived in Dakota County for 28 years, and have always bragged about the gresest county park system | ever knew. Introducing 1
Buffalo would be excelent. and woukd only Increase my bragging.

ke the idea, however the safety of the beson being kept in open space, not a peniotkennalbam, In a large encugh area. This 1
inciudes 1he escape of and possible motor vehicle and bison collsions. Big animals would definitaly cause significant injuries, if t
hey get 10 a highway. If thase concems can be met, sounds like a good ldea.

1 st think that they are too big and dangerous! 1

I hope we 0o this! Given the recent efiers to develop natural resource management plans and improve the condition of county p - 1
arks this makes a great daal of sense fo implement Whitetall Woods stnives me as a good starting point, espacially if an arange
ment can be reached with the = dng U of M and DNR propertias. That large open space really needs (o be preserved and
made &s natural as possible. We won't get a chance ike that again.

| honestly think £'s a great idea 1

I hike In a ot of MN parks, as well 3s those in ND and WY where thera are bison, it MN introduced bison In t'e parks, Iwould car 1
ry my 454 Casull revoiver just like | do when I'm cut west. | would wormy more about bison than | do about bears.

| hawve some concerns about bovine spongiform encephalopathy. Westem States have had 1o destiray their wid herds and some 1
farm stock to keep this disease in check. it would be a shame 1o sae that happen hare.

| have been monitoring trail cam photos from Cedar Creek Park Reserve and the ones with the bison are fascinating. | think Ihis 1
would be a wonderful way 1o help bring the land n Dakota County Parks back ino balance Cadar Creek has commented about
Dakota County's plans. | hope you contact them.

1 grew up in ND where there wena hards of tison, school mascot wag Bison. they aren't new ta me. Rentroduce Bison to where 1
they use to roam is 3 wonderful Klea. They are a beawtiful animal.

| gre'w up In Desils Lake, ND with nearty Sully's Hill Nabonal Game Prosenve, |ioved the bson and the wikiide there. Itweuld be 4
great to have something like that around here,

1 feel ths is a very good dea Please do this sooner then later 1

| beleve the introduction of bizon would make Dakota County a tourist destination and could be good for local businesses ande 1
ducational for all ages.

| bedfieve introducng biscn and incuding an educational program atout them would be so beneficial. So many people donot get 1
the opportunity to see bsan cther than in a 700, What & great way to showcase the unique relalionship between bzon and prair
esl

1 am very much in favor 1

| am not epposed to the idea As long as their naturad predators are arcund 1o keep the bison population under control. 1

| am exciied about the possbilty of reniroducing tisen to & Dakota County Park and would love to see it happen at Lebanon Hil 1
Is. | dont know enough about the range and grazing requrements of bison, but am piad 1 see this being explored.

| am concamed aboul ®ie experse of baving a herd in the park; disease that may spread between oser and bisen, the less of pa 1
i fraiis If these 18 can adequately be add d | think f would be great 10 restore bisen 1o the park ecosystem.
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How would you contain them <0 the stay i the park. What park in the county are you looking &7 1

How will you keep them in the park? 1
haw s00n can ths be done? 1
Having some bison places part of owr history back n its onginal place. 'm for it. 1
Great idea-love i 1

Great dea. Dakota County would be an cutstancing place to viss 1
Great dea. Hopefully grant funding would be availadle 1o assist with costs, 1
Great ideal! 1

Great idea! There are marry parks in MN and Dakotas st | hope Dakota county parners with (along with the MN Zco) o addre 1
58 &l key aspects and possile issues that may ansa with a reintroduction (everything from animal safety 1o community educatio
n

Great idea Dakota County! 1
Great idea and what 2 great educational cpportunity for the chikiren and adults. Over population might ba a probiem over time. 1

Great idea and let's doit. We should have federal government pay for il 190. After all they are the cnes who did what they didlon 1
g1ime ago. They may have spclogized and paid some and they can pay more il

Good ieal Belwin in Afon has had success with this, oo, 1
Go for it! Would love Io see thase beaubful creatures back on our praines. 1
Go fer it! 1

Fund iccal ROADS. Parks are important tut this is & Useless meaningless way of spending money we shouldn't be spending. T 1
his kind of 1hing |5 for eccentnc Dillonaires 10 donate 10 the county nol the ceunty paying 10 re-infroduce bison

Fantastic ideal 1

Excellent idea I've spent a rumber of fine days in Custer State Park in South Dakota and cbserved kots of otbers visting therat 1
00. They weré from all over based on felr lisense piates. It s0ems ike that could indicate possidilty of a signficant tourist draw,

Every time | am in Jamestown, ND | welk e park & visit the bison there. It's @ unique attraction. | can provde history of the lan 1
d, anmais, and peopie that lived here before f was sellled by pioneers (as well as their history}. | think it is a really unique oppoe
tunity to highlight the history & prowvice consenvason in the county.

DCon't use Lebancn Hils for tha beon but could see them at Whitesall Woods where there 15 a lot of less developed land . notas 1
many trals and other aclivities there compared to Lebanon. It's been awhile since at Lake Byllesby bul maybe there In locking
at e map that may not be feasitie as many Irails and the lake of course.

Don't hire full time slalf, make il available for schoot Sield trips 1

90

couNTY

N

forever wild
PARKS

Dbz,



Response Count

Do the individuals nterested in introducing Bison into the park know how substantial the containment fencing will have tobe?Ih 1
ave vished several parks with just a few Bison in them The fence posts resombie telephane poles and the fence materal is very
substartial Desnite this al, | vas not sure | was sale a2 8 spectator when 8 bull charged the fance. This s someone’s pipe drea
milt They are in La La land. It is not pracsicalll!

Doit Doitnow. 5, 4, 3. 2. 1. Do it Now. Right now. 1
DO 1

Dakota County parks havs a frad@on of providing nature expenences and noo-conventual programs and senvces that local dte 1
& do not. A bison herd and asscclated programs wouk! be an excelent and urnque addition to the park system. Herttage and cult
ure are important faclities and programs to support. This would be an excellent addition to the quality programs and faciites Da
kota County aveady provides whike supporting the historical aspects of our regicn.

Dakota County is known for making sman decisicns! | have no doubt this is one! Semething unigue and diferent in the Metro Ar - 1
03 And reduilding a population of animal that once dominated the landscape. Go for Al

Daketa County already has cne 200, In fact quite a large zoo, Why do we need another ane, this cne dadcated to only oneanim 4
al, American Bison. This is a stupid encugh idea that | st suspest it is one of Joe's Agdl Focls jokes. A stupid, STUPID idea, so
ingane that | suspect the person who came up with it was drunk at the time, or perhaps an illict marjuana abuser.

Captive Bison in regional and State parks require very sacure perimeter fencing, they are sirong, wikd animals. ¥ the intentiste 1
mave them abaut within the park addiional very strang fencing woukd be required in 8l areas. There 15 5150 the issue of pure Bis

on genetics, | strongly suggest working with the DNR and the MN Zoo as they have years of expanance managng Bison on pub

lic 1and 5003855 to ViStors.

Bring the biwont! 1
Bison were a natural part of cur past landscape and should be brought back to Dakota county and any other region in the US. 1
Bigon k! 1

Bson are an importart aspect of Minnesota and Dakota County's history and the presanvation of our natural resowrces iscneof 1
the many things | value abaut livirg here.

Biggast concam would be safety of the animals. If that is taken care of and the animals would have gocd guality of life n theiren 4
vironment | would be very supporive. | personally woukd not ikely partake of programs for tham tul would like them avarlable for
olbers. If the animals would te safe and happy | 300 i1 a5 an asset to the county.

Assuming Bison are not free range and that they are very strong enimals, piease share how they wil be kept n the park. 1

A a city empioyee working In envronmental resowrces, | woud love 1o have this be a piol program we could use 1o inform our ! 1
uture decisions for park management!

Ara you Sippin niAs??777 Next thing is you will want Lo stop cars frem entering tha county because it MIGHT disturb the herd. DY 1
@ we aliot oo much mongy 50 you can study this??7?

Adding them to Minneopa park in Manksto has been Avery positive expenerce. 1

Abscliely ridiculous idea 1
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A gredl idea! | hope you get suppor ke make it happen! 1
o

Answered; 206 Skipped: 301
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