CHECKLIST ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT

Project Name: APF 2026 Bison Grazing Proposal

Proposed

Implementation Date: Fall 2026

Proponent: American Prairie Foundation, PO Box 908, Bozeman, Montana 59771
Location: Section 16, T26N, R28E

County: Phillips

I. TYPE AND PURPOSE OF ACTION

American Prairie Foundation (APF) has requested to construct, reconstruct, modify, and remove fencing and to
change the class of livestock associated with State Lease 6732 in Phillips County. The Montana Department of
Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) received APF's initial proposal and improvement request on
February 2, 2026, and renewed proposal on June 9, 2026. On August 20, 2026, APF provided DNRC with
supplemental information to support the department’s analysis.

The project area is surrounded by APF deeded land to the north and east, Bureau of Land Management (BLM)
land to the south, and a combination of APF and other deeded land to the west. The project area is defined as
Section 16, T26N, R28E otherwise known as State Lease 6732 which encompasses 640 acres. The cumulative
effects analysis area totals approximately 10,500 acres of surrounding lands of mixed ownership.

State Lease 6732 currently authorizes APF to graze cattle at a stocking rate of 120 Animal Unit Month (AUM).
There is currently fencing on the north, east, and south perimeter of the State Lease 6732. APF proposes to
change the class of livestock from cattle to bison and cattle on State Lease 6732. Additionally, APF is proposing
to reconstruct or modify one (1) mile of fence on the south perimeter of State Lease 6732, reconstruct or modify
two (2) miles of existing fence along the east and north perimeter, and construct half of a mile of new fence
along the south half of the west perimeter of State Lease 6732. Over the larger project area APF is proposing to
construct approximately 2.9 miles of fence, reconstruct and electrify approximately 9.8 miles of fence, retain and
maintain approximately 15 miles of fence, and remove approximately 5.2 miles of fence. All fence construction,
reconstruction, or modification will be developed to Montana Department of Fish Wildlife and Parks (FWP)
wildlife friendly standards with a four-wire fence 42 inches high. The fence design consists of a barbless high
tensile steel wire at 18 inches, a barbed wire strand at 24 inches, with a high tensile electric wire at 30 inches
and a barbed wire strand at 42 inches. T-post fence posts will be spaced at 16 ¥ feet apart and solar charging
panels will be installed to electrify the electric strand

Electric fence notification signs will be installed at gates and cattle guards. Single cattleguards will be replaced
with double cattleguards at all motorized access points to the state lease.

[I. PROJECT DEVELOPMENT

1. PUBLIC INVOLVEMENT, AGENCIES, GROUPS OR INDIVIDUALS CONTACTED:
Provide a brief chronology of the scoping and ongoing involvement for this project. List number of individuals contacted,
number of responses received, and newspapers in which notices were placed and for how long. Briefly summarize
issues received from the public.

DNRC conducted a 14-day public comment period from August 26, 2026, through September 9, 2026. See
Appendix B: Public Comment Period Summary. From that effort, fifteen formal issue statements were
developed. Ten of these issue statements were carried forward for analysis while the remaining five issue
statements were dismissed from analysis with rationale (Appendix C: Issue Statement Development).

Based on analysis of the comments and information received during the public comment period as well as the
scope and scale of the proposed action, it was determined that further public comment or a public hearing was
not warranted and a qualitative checklist environmental analysis was appropriate for the issues identified.




2. OTHER GOVERNMENTAL AGENCIES WITH JURISDICTION, LIST OF PERMITS NEEDED:
Examples: cost-share agreement with U.S. Forest Service, 124 Permit, 3A Authorization, Air Quality Major Open
Burning Permit.

APF’s bison are regulated by the Montana Department of Livestock pursuant to Title 81, Mont. Code Ann.

The Montana Sage Grouse Oversight Team (MSGOT) in partnership with the Montana Sage Grouse Habitat
Conservation Program consults on ground disturbing projects within Sage Grouse habitat on state trust lands.

3. ALTERNATIVE DEVELOPMENT:
Describe alternatives considered and, if applicable, provide brief description of how the alternatives were developed.
List alternatives that were considered but eliminated from further analysis and why.

Alternative A: Action Alternative. APF would be authorized to change the class of livestock from cattle to bison
and cattle, and to proceed with fence construction, reconstruction, and modification associated with State Lease
6732.

Alternative B: No Action Alternative. APF would not be authorized to change the class of livestock to bison and
cattle, and would not be authorized to proceed with the proposed fence construction, reconstruction, and
modification associated with State Lease 6732. APF would continue to be authorized to graze cattle only with
the current fence configuration.

. IMPACTS ON THE PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT

RESOURCES potentially impacted are listed on the form, followed by common issues that would be considered.
Explain POTENTIAL IMPACTS AND MITIGATIONS following each resource heading.
e Enter “NONE”" If no impacts are identified or the resource is not present.

4. GEOLOGY AND SOIL QUALITY, STABILITY AND MOISTURE:
Consider the presence of fragile, compactable or unstable soils. Identify unusual geologic features. Specify any special
reclamation considerations. Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to soils.
Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed action may increase soil compaction and
erosion, decreasing soil productivity.

Soils in the project area range in texture from clay to silty clay loams with low coarse fragment content and high
shrink-swell capacity. Landforms are generally flat and rarely exceed 25 percent slope. Soil compaction and
displacement hazard from grazing and off-road travel is generally low when dry and increases as soil moistures
are elevated. Soil erosion hazard is generally low to moderate dependent on local slope and the precipitation
intensity of a convective erosional event. Due to the low annual precipitation (12 in/yr), temperature regimes,
and ecological site, soils are low to moderately productive.

The proposed actions included in Alternative A would have no impact on soil compaction and erosion hazard
and overall site productivity would be maintained when compared to the No Action Alternative. No cumulative
effects on soil resources from the proposed actions would be expected.

5. WATER QUALITY, QUANTITY AND DISTRIBUTION:
Identify important surface or groundwater resources. Consider the potential for violation of ambient water quality
standards, drinking water maximum contaminant levels, or degradation of water quality. Identify direct, indirect, and
cumulative effects to water resources.

Issue Statement: There is a concern the proposed action may affect water quality and watershed
function.




The majority of the project area is within the Upper Beaver Creek watershed (6" Code HUC 100500140205)
which is tributary to Little Warm Creek. Water quality use class is classified as B-3. Waters classified as B-3 are
suitable for drinking, culinary, and food processing purposes after conventional treatment; bathing, swimming
and recreation; growth and propagation of non-salmonid fishes and associated aquatic life, waterfowl and
furbearers; and agricultural and industrial water supply. All beneficial uses in Little Warm Creek are fully
supported, and no Total Daily Maximum Loads (TMDLSs) have been developed.

All channels in the project area flow intermittently, typically flowing less than 6 months a year and are rarely
hydrologically connected to downstream waters. Constructed stock water reservoirs exist in the project area
creating seasonal riparian features. Three naturally occurring intermittent ponds and associated ephemeral
wetlands (approximately 44 acres total) also exist in the interior of the project area. The proposed modification,
reconstruction, and construction of fences around the perimeter of the site, and associated access routes, do
not impact any identified water resources in the project area.

Implementation of the of the Action Alternative A, would have no measurable effects on water quality and
watershed function over the no- action alternative. No cumulative effects to water quality or watershed function
would occur as a result of implementing the Action Alternative.

6. AIR QUALITY:
What pollutants or particulate would be produced (i.e. particulate matter from road use or harvesting, slash pile burning,
prescribed burning, etc.)? Identify the Airshed and Impact Zone (if any) according to the Montana/ldaho Airshed Group.
Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to air quality.

The proposed action alternative involves minimal soil disturbance during fence construction, reconstruction, and
modification, generating negligible fugitive dust. Converting to or combining bison and cattle grazing will not

increase vehicle exhaust emissions during standard ranching operations. Consequently, vehicle and particulate
emissions will have a negligible impact on local air quality, and no cumulative air quality impacts are anticipated

7. VEGETATION COVER, QUANTITY AND QUALITY:
What changes would the action cause to vegetative communities? Consider rare plants or cover types that would be
affected. ldentify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to vegetation.

Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed grazing management plan and associated lease
terms may affect the long-term ecological condition and productivity of rangeland.

Field appraisals conducted by DNRC at the time of lease renewal indicate that vegetative communities onsite
are dominated by native upland range species such as western wheatgrass, green needlegrass, needle and
thread, blue gramma, and prairie June grass, with the presence of invaders such as cheatgrass persistent
throughout the site. The presence of noxious weeds has not been documented as an issue onsite. Range
conditions are generally good in sites with silty soil and fair to good in sites with denser clay soil. The trend of
the range condition has generally been downward resulting in a decreasing carrying capacity of the landscape
under a regime of historic cattle grazing across multiple lessees since the 1950s.

DNRC calculates carrying capacity through animal unit months (AUMSs), which is the amount of dry forage
required to sustain an animal unit for one month. Currently State Lease 6732 has an assessed carrying capacity
of 120 AUMs meaning on a typical year approximately 50.3 tons of viable forage is produced onsite. APF
obtained the lease through assignment in July 2024 and has been authorized to graze cattle on the lease since.
State Lease 6732 expires on February 28, 2029.

Generally, bison grazing pressure is more dispersed than cattle providing for more even utilization on large
pastures and is not as concentrated around lowland areas or water sources.

Direct, indirect, and cumulative impacts to long-term ecological condition and range productivity as a result of
implementing the Action Alternative present a low risk and effects are not anticipated to be measurable.

Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed action animal unit equivalents for bison will
cause degraded range conditions.




DNRC utilizes one (1) 1,000 Ib cow with a calf as its standard animal unit (AU) for the basis of calculating AUMs.
Historically, lessees grazing bison on state trust lands have been authorized to calculate stocking rates for bison
by treating a bison and a cow of equivalent weight as having the same animal unit equivalency.

Authorizing bison alongside cattle on State Lease 6732 is not anticipated to adversely affect vegetative
communities because APF remains strictly capped at 120 AUMs per calendar year regardless of livestock type.
Range degradation is primarily driven by poor lease management and overstocking rather than the specific
class of livestock being grazed.

To mitigate potential range impacts, DNRC conducts field evaluations of each tract during the summer prior to
lease renewal to assess baseline range conditions and establish appropriate carrying capacities for the
subsequent lease term. Based on these evaluations, DNRC maintains administrative authority to adjust carrying
capacities, shorten lease terms, increase inspection frequency, apply special stipulations, or deny lease renewal
to address any identified degradation.

Implementation of Alternative A has a low risk of low level direct, indirect and cumulative effects to range
conditions.

Issue Statement: There is a concern the proposed action may cumulatively affect range conditions on
adjacent deeded, state, and federal lands.

Fencing construction and modification would result in negligible disturbance to vegetative communities and
would be limited to the time of fencing operations. State Lease 6732 is not proposed to be fenced in common
with adjacent federal land or private land other than that owned by APF. For the reasons stated above, it is
anticipated that Alternative A would have no direct, indirect, or cumulative impact on range conditions for
adjacent private or federal land compared to the no-action alternative.

8. TERRESTRIAL, AVIAN AND AQUATIC LIFE AND HABITATS:
Consider substantial habitat values and use of the area by wildlife, birds or fish. Identify direct, indirect, and
cumulative effects to fish and wildlife.

Issue Statement: There is a concern that proposed fence construction plan may alter wildlife migration
and movement.

APF proposes to:
1. reconstruct or modify one (1) mile of fence on the south perimeter;
2. reconstruct or modify two (2) miles of existing fence along the east and north perimeter;
3. construct half of a mile of new fence along the south half of the west perimeter of State Lease 6732.

Within the overall cumulative effects analysis area, APF is also proposing to convert approximately 9.8 miles of
fence that currently exist on the landscape to a wildlife friendly design standard (see Appendix F; Figures).
Additionally, 5.2 miles of non-wildlife friendly fence will be removed from the landscape and 2.9 miles of wildlife
friendly fence, predominately around the western perimeter of the overall project area, will be constructed. Most
of the fence work described can be done without DNRC authorization and would result in a net decrease in the
amount of fencing on the landscape. As a result, a net increase in wildlife friendly fence on the landscape and
decrease in total fence would provide beneficial direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to wildlife migration and
movement within the project area and cumulative effects analysis area.

Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed action may degrade wildlife habitat quality.

Historical range evaluations of State Lease 6732, completed on decadal time scales, provide evidence that the
general condition of the range has been degrading since approximately the 1950’s. As a result, forage quality
for ungulate wildlife species is also generally degraded compared to similar reference dryland range sites.
Range conditions are expected to stabilize and/or potentially improve with continued monitoring and improved
implementation of grazing management plans, regardless of the selected alternative. As a result,



implementation of Alternative A would have no direct, indirect or cumulative impacts on habitat quality for wildlife
species in the project area compared to Alternative B.

Issue Statement: There is a concern the proposed fence construction plan may be inadequate to contain
bison.

Resources consulted indicate that successful bison containment depends on multiple factors such as terrain,
stocking rate, season, animal temperament, water and forage availability, and fencing design and
maintenance. As noted in Section 13, this environmental assessment is limited to considering those factors for
APF’s bison grazing and fencing proposal for State Lease 6732.

Unlike cattle, Montana statute prohibits bison from running at large. 81-4-201, MCA. Evaluating the risk of
bison escapes for the proposal requires balancing two distinct objectives: bison containment under Montana law
and wildlife connectivity under Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks (FWP) fencing guidelines. A fence designed to
meet FWP’s wildlife friendly standards (typically a 4-strand wire fence, top wire at 40—-42 inches, smooth bottom
wire at 16—18 inches off the ground) introduces inherent structural trade-offs in an effort to balance wildlife
needs and livestock containment. FWP's guidelines specifically note that sheep, bison, and cattle may require a
more impermeable fence to achieve containment. FWP’s guidance is particularly important here, given that
APF’s bison are managed as wildlife and are not accustomed to humans.

APF is required to contain its bison to lands they are permitted to graze. Based on the proposed action, if bison
were to escape from either the south perimeter or the south half of the west perimeter, APF bison would be
entering lands not owned by APF or DNRC.

Because empirical data on bison interaction with standard 4-wire wildlife-friendly fences vary by terrain, stocking
rate, season, animal temperament, water and forage availability, and fence maintenance, the exact rate of
escape cannot be calculated deterministically. Escape data from APF from previous grazing seasons provides
good information to forecast risk and duration of escapes. APF tracked data regarding bison escapes and cattle
incursions from 2011 through 2022.

e In 2020, there were 18 bison escapes and 6 cattle incursions.

e In 2021, there were 11 bison escapes and 6 cattle incursions.

e In 2022, there were 6 bison escapes and 2 cattle incursions.

The data for this period indicates that the ratio of bison escapes to cattle incursions was approximately 3:1 for
2020, 2:1 for 2021, and 3:1 for 2022. These ratios appear consistent with APF's pre-2020 data regarding bison
escapes and cattle incursions. Ultimately, the data reflects that bison breach perimeter fencing at a higher rate
than cattle.

The data also reflects that for most escapes, APF returned the bison to APF deeded or permitted land within a
short time of discovering or being notified of the escape. However, there were escape events that resulted in
bison running at large for prolonged periods of time, that required aerial assistance, or that required bison to be
lethally removed. DNRC has no records of cattle escape from State Lease 6732 and has no records of bison
escapes from trust land leases in other areas of Montana against which to compare this data.

If bison grazing for State Lease 6732 is approved the following requirements could mitigate the potential for
significant impacts:
e APF properly maintains the 1 ¥ miles of perimeter fence on the south half of the west boundary and
south boundary of the state trust land;
e APF routinely monitors bison while grazing on state land;
e APF implements rapid response to recapture escaped bison;
e APF continues to track and report bison escape and cattle incursion data, including: date of
escapelincursion; number of bison/cattle involved; the location, cause, and duration of the escape; and,
the remedial action taken.

The failure to implement these measures would increase the risk of high frequency or prolonged bison escapes.



9. UNIQUE, ENDANGERED, FRAGILE OR LIMITED ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES:
Consider any federally listed threatened or endangered species or habitat identified in the project area. Determine
effects to wetlands. Consider Sensitive Species or Species of special concern. Identify direct, indirect, and
cumulative effects to these species and their habitat.

No unique, fragile, or limited environmental resources are present within the project area. Sensitive species and
species of concern were evaluated using Montana Natural Heritage Program data (Appendix D). Based on
current site conditions and environmental review, no direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts are anticipated.

10. HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES:
Identify and determine direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to historical, archaeological or paleontological
resources.
Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed action may affect cultural or archaeological
resources.

A Class | (literature review) level review was conducted by the DNRC staff archaeologist for the Montana trust
lands within the area of potential effect (APE). This entailed inspection of project maps, DNRC's sites/site leads
database, land use records, General Land Office Survey Plats, and control cards. The Class | search results
revealed that two cultural resources (24PH1306 and 24PH1332) have been identified in the APE. These are
typical, pre-contact Native American stone features (low-profile cairns and stone circles (tipi rings)) and minor
concentrations of chipped stone debitage. Presently no cultural resources that might be considered unique or
highly sensitive have been identified in the APE.

Proposed grazing plan revisions (including fence construction and fence removal plans) will not qualitatively
change the surface management or types of activities occurring on the affected Montana trust lands. It is
unlikely that ongoing grazing and fencing activities will cause or magnify physical impacts to existing cultural
resources in the APE. American Prairie's revised bison grazing proposal is expected to have no effect to
antiquities as defined in the Montana State Antiquities Act.

11. AESTHETICS:
Determine if the project is located on a prominent topographic feature or may be visible from populated or scenic
areas. What level of noise, light or visual change would be produced? Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects
to aesthetics.

The state trust land does not have unique scenic qualities distinct from those found on adjacent private and
federal lands. The proposed project primarily involves fence modification, replacement, and construction, which
will reduce visual obstructions across the landscape. The shift to bison grazing, or a mix of bison and cattle
grazing will have a negligible visual impact due to the routine presence of livestock in the area. Consequently,
no direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts to aesthetic resources are anticipated.

12. DEMANDS ON ENVIRONMENTAL RESOURCES OF LAND, WATER, AIR OR ENERGY:
Determine the amount of limited resources the project would require. Identify other activities nearby that the project
would affect. Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to environmental resources.

The proposed action will not alter the demand for environmental resources, such as land, water, air, or energy,
relative to the no-action alternative. No additional consumption of limited local resources is anticipated beyond
current baseline levels. There are no known additional past, present, or reasonably foreseeable projects in the
area that would interact with or affect the proposed action.

13. OTHER ENVIRONMENTAL DOCUMENTS PERTINENT TO THE AREA:
List other studies, plans or projects on this tract. Determine cumulative impacts likely to occur as a result of current
private, state or federal actions in the analysis area, and from future proposed state actions in the analysis area that
are under MEPA review (scoped) or permitting review by any state agency.

Other studies, plans or projects within the project area that were used to describe the existing conditions and
forecast potential cumulative effects include:



1. DNRC Lease Renewal Field Evaluations

2. American Prairie Reserve Bison Change of Use Environmental Assessment (EA) (DOI-BLM-MT-
L010-2018-0007-EA)

3. BLM Notice of Final Decision (May 8, 2026)

APR’s 2019 proposal to convert federal grazing permits from cattle to a large-scale conservation bison herd has
generated extensive litigation over whether doing so violates the Taylor Grazing Act, Federal Land Policy and
Management Act, Public Rangelands Improvement Act, National Environmental Policy Act, and BLM

regulation.

This MEPA analysis is limited to evaluation of the environmental impacts of grazing bison, at a maximum of 120
AUM, on 640 acres of state trust land, the construction/reconstruction of 3 %2 miles of perimeter fence and bison
containment. This analysis does not evaluate whether federal law authorizes APF’s proposal on federal land or
the impacts of a large-scale conservation bison herd on the landscape. Neither does it evaluate whether the
Montana Board of Land Commissioners should authorize APR’s proposal to graze bison on State Lease 6732 in
exercising is broad discretion over management of state trust lands pursuant to the Montana Constitution and
Title 77, Mont. Code Ann.

IV. IMPACTS ON THE HUMAN POPULATION

e RESOURCES potentially impacted are listed on the form, followed by common issues that would be considered.
e Explain POTENTIAL IMPACTS AND MITIGATIONS following each resource heading.
e Enter “NONE” If no impacts are identified or the resource is not present.

14. HUMAN HEALTH AND SAFETY:
Identify any health and safety risks posed by the project.

Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed action may affect public recreation and/or public
access to the state trust land.

A change in livestock class to bison presents a small risk to public safety. While bison on publicly accessible
lands can be safely observed from a distance, they are large, unpredictable animals that may charge or gore
humans if approached or threatened. To minimize direct interaction, only trained and qualified personnel will
handle bison. Warning signage would also be installed at access points, gates, and/or cattleguards.

Containing bison and preventing public safety or property conflicts requires thoughtful perimeter fencing. As
explained above, the data indicates that bison will escape containment under Alternative A at a higher frequency
than cattle would escape containment under the no action alternative. This, in combination of bison behavior
and fencing limitations, presents a higher risk to human health and safety as opposed to the no action
alternative.

To mitigate public safety risks and property damage concerns, warning signage will be installed at access
points, gates, and cattleguards; a measure proven effective in similar grazing management contexts. Additional
adaptive management measures will be implemented if localized conflicts arise.

Construction and electrification of approximately 3.5 miles of fence surrounding State Lease 6732 pose minor,
temporary occupational and operational safety risks, which will be mitigated by high-visibility signage at gates
and cattleguards.

Compared to Alternative B, the proposed action presents an elevated risk to human health and safety. That risk
can be mitigated for bison contained on State Lease 6732 through public sighage, specialized fencing, and
handling protocols. The risk is more difficult to mitigate for bison that escape from State Lease 6732. The risk
posed by escaped bison could be mitigated, but not eliminated, by strict compliance with the mitigation measure
described in Section 8.



Subject to the mitigation measures described in Section 8, the indirect or cumulative impacts to human health
and safety can be reduced.

15. INDUSTRIAL, COMMERCIAL AND AGRICULTURE ACTIVITIES AND PRODUCTION:
Identify how the project would add to or alter these activities.

A change in class to bison and cattle would not change the availability or quantity of Animal Unit Month’s
(AUMSs) available to be utilized by the proponent. The fencing plan would allow the proponent to more efficiently
utilize the AUMs available, in alignment with the organization’s goals. No direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts
are anticipated.

16. QUANTITY AND DISTRIBUTION OF EMPLOYMENT:
Estimate the number of jobs the project would create, move or eliminate. ldentify direct, indirect, and cumulative
effects to the employment market.

Alternative A has the potential to create temporary additional revenue and work for a local firm or firms to supply
materials, or remove, construct, and reconstruct the proposed fencing. The effect of the proposed action on
guantity and distribution of employment is expected to be negligible.

17. LOCAL AND STATE TAX BASE AND TAX REVENUES:
Estimate tax revenue the project would create or eliminate. Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to taxes
and revenue.

The trust beneficiaries would not receive additional revenue because of the change of class of livestock to bison
and cattle, as the lease rates are based on a per AUM basis, regardless of the class of livestock.

The Department of Revenue per capita fee, which is a fee per head of livestock that is set by the Board of
Livestock, is $2.20 higher for domestic bison than cattle, which could generate additional tax revenue.

No other direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts to taxes and revenues are anticipated compared to the no action
alternative.

18. DEMAND FOR GOVERNMENT SERVICES:
Estimate increases in traffic and changes to traffic patterns. What changes would be needed to fire protection,
police, schools, etc.? Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects of this and other projects on government
services

No direct, indirect or cumulative effects are expected regarding the demand for government services in the local
or regional area because of the implementation of the Alternative A.

19. LOCALLY ADOPTED ENVIRONMENTAL PLANS AND GOALS:
List State, County, City, USFS, BLM, Tribal, and other zoning or management plans, and identify how they would
affect this project.

The DNRC Administrative Rules for State Land Leasing ARM 36.25.101 through 36.25.141 dictate how the
DNRC manages its lands for agricultural and grazing leases.

Phillips County Conservation District Settlement agreement places additional disease testing requirements on
APF’s bison herd to mitigate the potential for disease transmission to domestic cattle. (see Appendix G:
References)



20. ACCESS TO AND QUALITY OF RECREATIONAL AND WILDERNESS ACTIVITIES:
Identify any wilderness or recreational areas nearby or access routes through this tract. Determine the effects of the
project on recreational potential within the tract. Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to recreational and
wilderness activities.

Issue Statement: There is a concern that the proposed action may affect public recreation and/or public
access to the state trust land.

Recreational Conflicts and Public Safety

Authorizing a shift to a mixed herd of bison and cattle, along with associated fencing modifications, introduces
potential conflicts with recreational users on the state trust tract. The degree of risk varies substantially based on
season, herd demographics, and animal habituation. Younger, non-breeding bison generally presents minimal
risk to visitors on foot, as they typically flee when approached. Conversely, mature bison, particularly adult bulls
during the summer rut and cows protecting newborn calves, exhibit greater unpredictability and territorial
aggression. Combined with their ability to reach speeds up to 35 miles per hour, mature bison pose a genuine
safety hazard if visitors approach too closely or startle a herd.

Animal habituation also influences safety risks. Bison unaccustomed to human presence on foot typically
retreat, whereas habituated animals lose their natural fear, increasing the potential for close-range encounters.
Similar risks apply to equestrian users. Bison maintain a dominant social status over horses and are highly
territorial, frequently reacting defensively if horseback riders’ approach within 50 feet. To minimize conflict, riders
and pedestrian visitors must maintain safe buffer distances and remain alert while navigating occupied pastures.

Seasonal Recreation & Infrastructure Impacts

While recreational activity may occur year-round, public use peaks between early September and late
November, coinciding with Montana’s general big game hunting seasons. Public use remains light throughout
most of the year, with maximum visitor density occurring during the final six weeks of the general firearm
season.

Infrastructure modifications under the proposed action present minor, manageable recreational impacts. While
the presence of electric fencing creates potential navigation hurdles or shock hazards for visitors, warning
signage at gates and cattleguards could effectively mitigate these risks. Furthermore, the proposed action
includes a net removal of approximately 2.3 miles of interior fence, reducing the overall number of physical
barriers, fence crossings, and gate navigations required across the project area.

Impact Determination

Potential recreational conflicts could be managed through public warning signage at primary access points and
adaptive management protocols if localized safety issues emerge. Overall, the proposed action is anticipated to
have minimal direct, indirect, or cumulative impacts on recreational resources and public safety on State Lease
6732.

21. DENSITY AND DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION AND HOUSING:
Estimate population changes and additional housing the project would require. Identify direct, indirect, and
cumulative effects to population and housing.

Implementation of the Action Alternative would have unmeasurable direct, indirect or cumulative effects on the
density and distribution of population and housing.

22. SOCIAL STRUCTURES AND MORES:
Identify potential disruption of native or traditional lifestyles or communities.

The scoping period revealed that individuals with tribal affiliations are interested in and generally supportive of
the proposed project. The desire of these individuals to see an increase in bison on the landscape that would
align with the implementation of the Alternative A.



23. CULTURAL UNIQUENESS AND DIVERSITY:
How would the action affect any unique quality of the area?

The project proponent attests that its mission and operations contribute directly to the local economy by
enhancing public recreational access, delivering ecological benefits, and generating tourism and revenue for
surrounding rural communities. Implementation of Alternative A would potentially have a low level and
beneficial, direct, indirect and cumulative effect on the cultural uniqueness and diversity of the area.

24, OTHER APPROPRIATE SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC CIRCUMSTANCES:
Estimate the return to the trust. Include appropriate economic analysis. Identify potential future uses for the analysis
area other than existing management. Identify direct, indirect, and cumulative economic and social effects likely to
occur as a result of the proposed action.

If APF’s proposal is approved, the trust beneficiaries would not receive additional revenue because of the

change of class of livestock to bison and cattle, as the lease rates are based on a per AUM basis, regardless of
the class of livestock.

Name: Parker Osterloh Date: 10/22/2026
Title: Lands Section Supervisor — Ag and Grazing

EA Checklist Name: Jeff Schmalenberg

Prepared By: | Tigle: Resource Management and Planning Supervisor

Name: Patrick Rennie

Title: DNRC Archeologist

V. FINDING

25. ALTERNATIVE SELECTED:

Alternative A will not result in significant environmental impacts if APF is authorized to change the class of
livestock from cattle to bison and cattle, and proceed with the proposed fence construction, reconstruction, and
modification associated with State Lease 6732.

26. SIGNIFICANCE OF POTENTIAL IMPACTS:

| have reviewed the Environmental Assessment prepared for APF’s 2026 proposal to construct, reconstruct,
modify, and remove fencing and to change the class of livestock associated with State Lease 6732 in Phillips
County. | have also reviewed the comments submitted and issues identified during the public scoping period
regarding this proposal. The purpose of my review was to determine if significant environmental impacts are
likely to occur as a result of this action when compared to the status quo, or if further environmental analysis is
warranted.

In reviewing this information, | have determined that issues identified which may impact the environment have
been adequately dismissed with rationale or properly mitigated to a level that adequately lowers the risk of a
significant impact on the environment. It is my determination that the proposed action is not likely to result in
significant environmental impacts and further environmental analysis is not warranted.

Factors influencing my decision are as follows.
APF has:
1. Aclear responsibility to contain their bison herd under Montana law, regardless of the fence design

they utilize.
2. The ability to place fencing improvements on their leased land for the productive use of their lease.
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Mitigating factors for issues with a potential impact include:

1) A net removal of non-wildlife friendly fence from the larger cumulative effects analysis landscape,
including the conversion of one mile of non-wildlife friendly fence to wildlife friendly fence along the
south perimeter of State Lease 6732, ongoing maintenance of two miles of perimeter fence along the
north and east perimeter of State Lease 6732, and the construction of half a mile of wildlife friendly
fence along the south half of the west perimeter of State Lease 6732. ¢

2) Risk of significant impact due to bison escape can be mitigated by the stipulation that:

e APF properly maintains the 1 % miles of perimeter fence on the south half of the west boundary
and south boundary of the state trust land:;

e APF routinely monitors bison while grazing on state iand;

e APF implements rapid response to recapture escaped bison;

* APF continues to track and report bison escape and cattle incursion data, including: date of
escapef/incursion; number of bison/cattle involved; the location, cause, and duration of the
escape; and, the remedial action taken.

This concludes the MEPA process for the proposal. It does not authorize APF to graze bison on State Lease
6732 or to proceed with the proposed fence construction, reconstruction, or modification associated with State
Lease 6732 at this time. Authorization for APF to graze bison requires approval pursuant to Title 77, Mont.

Code Ann.

27. NEED FOR FURTHER ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS:

EIS More Detailed EA X | No Further Analysis
EA Checklist Name: Shawn Thomas
Approved By: | Title: - Forestry gnd Trust Land Division Administrator
W:—;@/ L o
. . e MM . . .
Slgnature.‘/ﬁm.%_n m??; ;/; Date: /0 //26 //2 6
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February 2, 2025

Department of Natural Resources and Conservation
ATTN: Jocee Hedrick

613 NE Main Street

PO Box 1021

Lewistown, MT 59457

Re: Notice of bison grazing on State Lease #6732; complete application for purposes of MEPA;
application for improvements

Dear Jocee,

In 2024, American Prairie acquired 9,578 deeded acres in Phillips County. As part of this transaction,
the Seller completed all required documentation to allow State Lease #6732 to be reassigned in
connection with the conveyance. The lease was formally approved for reassignment to American
Prairie effective July 17, 2024.

American Prairie manages an existing bison herd on lands immediately adjacent to the acquired
property. As part of American Prairie’s integrated grazing, restoration, and land stewardship program,
American Prairie intends to expand that bison herd onto the newly acquired deeded lands and the
associated state lease.

This letter serves as formal notice that bison and/or cattle will be grazing on State Lease #6732 in
accordance with the lease and Montana law. Although the lease has historically been grazed by cattle,
bison are not excluded from use under the lease. The authorized stocking rate for the lease remains
120 Animal Unit Months (AUMs), and American Prairie is not requesting any change to the authorized
AUMs as DNRC has historically treated cattle and bison AUMs equally.

American Prairie is aware that, in some instances, DNRC requires an environmental review for changes
in grazing use. For instance, in Ravalli County Fish & Game Ass'n v. Montana Dep't of State Lands, 273
Mont. 371, 382, 903 P.2d 1362, 1370 (1995), the Montana Supreme Court held that, once the
Department of State Lands (now DNRC) learned that grazing had changed from cattle to sheep, DSL
had a duty to fully comply with the Montana Environmental Policy Act (MEPA). See also, 36.25.127,
ARM (requiring DNRC to examine environmental impacts under MEPA when a licensee requests a
change to domestic sheep grazing).

Though American Prairie is aware of no statute or administrative rule requiring MEPA analysis for bison
grazing, this letter puts DNRC on notice that it intends to begin bison grazing. For purposes of MEPA
environmental review, this Notice constitutes a complete application as defined in § 75-1-220(4), MCA.
That statute provides that a “complete application” means “an application for a permit, license, or


https://plus.lexis.com/document?pddocfullpath=%2fshared%2fdocument%2fcases%2furn%3acontentItem%3a3RX4-3FD0-003G-80MP-00000-00&pdmfid=1530671&pdcontentcomponentid=291801&pdproductcontenttypeid=urn%3apct%3a30&pdisdoclinkaccess=true&pdischatbotdoc=true&passagetext=SW4gU2llcnJhIENsdWIsIHRoZSBGb3Jlc3QgU2VydmljZSBkZWNpZC4qSkFNRVMgQy4gTkVMU09OCgovUy8gVEVSUlkgTi4gVFJJRVdFSUxFUg%3d%3d&crid=975073d5-5dcf-46e9-b218-460c006ecea0&pagenumber=384
https://plus.lexis.com/document?pddocfullpath=%2fshared%2fdocument%2fcases%2furn%3acontentItem%3a3RX4-3FD0-003G-80MP-00000-00&pdmfid=1530671&pdcontentcomponentid=291801&pdproductcontenttypeid=urn%3apct%3a30&pdisdoclinkaccess=true&pdischatbotdoc=true&passagetext=SW4gU2llcnJhIENsdWIsIHRoZSBGb3Jlc3QgU2VydmljZSBkZWNpZC4qSkFNRVMgQy4gTkVMU09OCgovUy8gVEVSUlkgTi4gVFJJRVdFSUxFUg%3d%3d&crid=975073d5-5dcf-46e9-b218-460c006ecea0&pagenumber=384

other authorization that contains all data, studies, plans, information, forms, fees, and signatures
required to be included with the application sufficient for the agency to approve the application under
the applicable statutes and rules.” | affirm that | have submitted all the required data, studies, plans,
information for DNRC to process and approve American Prairie’s bison grazing on State Lease #6732.
Under Montana law, MEPA’s timelines run from the date DNRC receives a complete application.
Section 75-1-208(4), MCA.

If you disagree that American Prairie’s application is a complete application for purposes of MEPA,
please provide written notification to me within 30 days, identifying any deficiencies or requests for
additional information. If | do not receive written notification within 30 days, either confirming that the
application is complete for bison grazing or notifying me of deficiencies or DNRC’s need for additional
information, then the application shall be deemed complete for purposes of MEPA review, including
MEPA’s timelines.

To align grazing rotations across deeded and leased lands, implement planned restoration and
stewardship activities, and ensure accurate boundary control, American Prairie is also submitting this
letter as a request for fence improvements along the boundaries.

The planned improvements are as follows (see attached map, and improvement request form for
details):
e Rebuild approximately one (1) mile of fence along the south boundary; and
e Construct approximately one-half (}2) mile of fence along the southern portion of the west
boundary. The existing fence configuration currently encloses approximately 120 acres of a
neighboring landowner’s property within DNRC trust lands. This work will correct that condition
and restore the proper boundary alignment between private and state lands.

These actions will also ensure that livestock are properly contained, that grazing occurs within
authorized boundaries, and that DNRC trust lands and neighboring properties are managed and
protected as intended.

| believe | have included with this letter all the information that is required, but please let me know by
March 3, 2026 if you need any additional information for DNRC’s records. Please also feel free to reach
out to me by phone or email. My contact information is provided below.

Thanks,

Scott Heidebrink

Director of Landscape Stewardship
scott@americanprairie.org
406-589-6220



mailto:scott@americanprairie.org
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Via Email Only
August 4, 2026

American Prairie

C/O Mary E. Cochenour
Cochenour Law, PLLC

7 West 6th Avenue, Suite 41

PO Box 1914

Helena, MT 59624

(406) 422- 8716
mary@cochenourlawoffice.com

Re: Bison Grazing/Improvement Request State Lease 6732: Extension of Montana
Environmental Policy Act (MEPA) Environmental Review Timeline

Greetings Mary:

The Montana Department of Natural Resources and Conservation (DNRC) writes to provide notice that
it is extending the MEPA timeline for review American Prairie’s Bison Grazing/Improvement Request
State Lease 6732 (2026 Request) by 45 days pursuant to 8 75-1-208(5), MCA. As previously advised,
DNRC is treating June 11, 2026, as the date a complete request was received. The deadline for
completion of an EA is extended to Monday, October 26, 2026.

Although DNRC is treating the 2026 Request as complete, it needs additional information from
American Prairie for its analysis.

1. The Improvements Request Form submitted with 2026 Request proposes to “Reconstruct 1 mile of
fence to WL friendly standards (south side)”. The “White Rock DNRC # 6732” map submitted with
the 2026 Request identifies the proposed 1 mile of reconstructed fence on the south boundary of the
state trust land (STL) and the % mile of newly constructed fence along the west boundary of the STL
using the same dotted green line.

It’s DNRC’s understanding that the south boundary of the STL is currently unfenced and there is an
existing fence that continues diagonally from the fence being removed to the west of the STL
through the BLM property to the south of the STL. The location of the existing fence is reflected by
the blue line added to the attached White Rock DNRC # 6732 map.

a. Explain whether the existing fence identified in blue is being removed.



b. Explain which fences are being reconstructed as wildlife friendly fences and which fences
will be newly constructed wildlife friendly fences within the larger project area.

c. Resubmit the White Rock DNRC # 6732 map with color delineations for newly constructed
wildlife friendly fencing and reconstructed wildlife friendly fencing.

2. DNRC circled four areas on the attached White Rock DNRC # 6732 map where the exterior fence
encloses private or BLM land into the interior perimeter of the larger area proposed for bison grazing
accessible from the STL.

a. Confirm the accuracy of the fencing location in the areas circled in red on the White Rock
DNRC # 6732 map.

b. Explain any agreements or authorizations American Prairie has to graze bison on the private
or BLM property enclosed by the fencing in the areas circled in red on the White Rock
DNRC # 6732 map.

3. The STL subject to State lease 6732 includes two reservoirs and a stock water tank in the N2N2 of
section 16.

a. Please describe in narrative form, or identify on the White Rock DNRC # 6732, other water
sources accessible to bison or cattle grazing on the larger pastures created by removal of
fencing on the north and east boundary of the STL.

Please have American Prairie submit the requested information to DNRC on or before August
11, 2026. If this is not feasible, provide me with a date by which American Prairie can respond.

Regards,
Brian Bramblett

Chief Legal Counsel
Department of Natural Resources and Conservation
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Oval

Brian Bramblett
Oval

Brian Bramblett
Oval

Brian Bramblett
Oval

Brian Bramblett
Line














Appendix B: Public Comment Period Summary
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2026 American Prairie Bison Grazing Application
Summary of scoping comments

This document contains a public comment summary on American Prairie’s request to modify State Lease 6732
south of Malta to allow bison and/or cattle grazing and to make associated fencing changes. The comments are
supportive, with a smaller group opposing bison grazing or seeking a more rigorous review.

Overall sentiment

e Support. Most commenters urge DNRC to approve American Prairie’s application, often explicitly
supporting both the livestock-class change and proposed fence construction, reconstruction, removal,
and electrification.

e Opposition is limited but clear. Some ask DNRC to deny the request, keep the lease cattle-only, or
prohibit bison grazing on public/state land.

e A separate procedural group focuses less on a yes/no position and more on requiring a fuller
environmental analysis before DNRC acts.

Main themes supporting approval

e Bison as a native ecological fit. Comments describe bison as historically native to Montana'’s prairies
and argue that their grazing, movement, wallowing, nutrient cycling, and seed dispersal can improve
grassland diversity, soils, water retention, wildlife habitat, and ecosystem resilience.

e Science over politics. A recurring message is that DNRC should make a science-based, site-specific
decision informed by environmental review and prior management experience—not political pressure or
favoritism toward cattle producers.

o Equal treatment as livestock. Numerous commenters contend that bison should be treated
comparably to cattle under grazing leases if operators comply with relevant standards for fencing,
stocking, animal health, disease testing, branding, and stewardship.

e American Prairie’s management record. Supporters cite what they see as American Prairie’s
responsible management over roughly two decades, including conservation-oriented grazing,
cooperation with neighboring ranchers, public recreation, hunting access, and care for range conditions.

e Multiple-use public benefits. Supporters argue that state trust lands should simultaneously support
agricultural production, school-trust revenue, wildlife, conservation, recreation, hunting, tourism, and
rural communities.

e Economic and trust-land rationale. Comments state that, if bison grazing generates appropriate lease
revenue and does not harm the land, the identity of the livestock should not matter. Several also point to
bison-related tourism, recreation, hunting, food production, and local spending.

e Fencing support. The proposed wildlife-friendly fencing and electrification are presented as practical
safeguards for containment, boundary management, and wildlife movement.

Concerns and opposition

e Cattle-only or private-land-only view. Commenters oppose bison on state or public lands and argue
that the leases should remain for production agriculture or cattle grazing.

e Skepticism of American Prairie. Opponents characterize the project as a wealthy or “billionaire”
conservation effort and express concern that it could displace traditional ranchers or place public land
under undue influence.

e Public-access concerns. At least one commenter expressed support for grazing on full market-rate
fees and unrestricted public access for activities such as hunting and camping.

e Concerns about bison impacts. Commenters raise concerns about land degradation, limited bison
harvest, fencing, disease, or the appropriateness of bison grazing on public land.

Environmental-review requests
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The most detailed critical comments request a more comprehensive environmental assessment rather than a
checklist-style review. Specific requests include:

Evaluate the proposal as part of a broader connected and cumulative grazing program, rather than
viewing the 640-acre lease in isolation.

Analyze potential effects of uncertainty surrounding adjacent federal grazing authorizations and possible
redistribution of bison.

Verify whether the existing 120 AUM carrying capacity—originally set for cattle—can appropriately apply
to bison.

Specify the proposed season of use, whether cattle and bison would be grazed together or alternated,
and the resulting stocking and distribution patterns.

Assess water resources, riparian areas, wetlands, soils, vegetation, wildlife, cultural resources, and
long-term monitoring data.

Evaluate fencing based on containment performance, including power reliability, maintenance, failure
response, recovery responsibility, and impacts on neighboring lands.

Make technical assumptions, specialist roles, alternatives, and supporting rationale transparent to the
public.

Concise takeaway

The comment record favors approval of American Prairie’s bison-grazing and fence-improvement request.
Supporters frame it as a lawful, ecologically beneficial, economically compatible, and multiple-use-oriented use
of Montana state trust lands; opponents favor cattle-only or non-public-land grazing; and the most substantive
cautionary comments call for a fuller, transparent, science-based environmental review before approval.

Based on a review of all 280 submitted comments, approximately 95% support the project and 5% oppose it.
This counts comments by their stated position on American Prairie’s proposal to allow bison and/or cattle
grazing on State Lease 6732 and make fencing changes.

Support vs Opposition Breakdown

Position Number of comments Percentage
Support 266 95.0%
Oppose 12 4.3%
Neutral / conditional / procedural only 2 0.7%
Total 280 100.0%
Support vs Opposition by Residency Status
Total Unclear /no Supportive
Residency Supportive | Opposed stated bP
Responses o percentage
position
Montana 257 (92%) | 237 10 10 92.2%
residents
Nonresidents 23 (8%) 21 0 2 91.3%
Total 280 258 10 12 92.1%
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If considering only comments that took a clear support-or-oppose position, the result is:
e Support: 266 of 278 = 95.7%
e Oppose: 12 of 278 = 4.3%

Classification Note

Comments requesting a full or expanded environmental review were classified as supportive when they also
expressly supported approval or continued bison grazing, including comments that requested approval only if
the review confirms the project’s environmental safeguards. Two comments were categorized as
neutral/conditional because they did not clearly advocate approval or denial of this specific proposal.
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Appendix C: Issue Statement Development
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The following table outlines the fifteen individual issue statements that were developed from comments received
from public scoping of the proposed action from August 26, 2026, through September 9, 2026. Issues that were
analyzed in detail are presented in the environmental assessment. Rational is provided below for the issues
that were dismissed further analysis.

the long-term ecological condition
and productivity of the rangeland.

Analyzed
Resource Issue Statement or Rationale for Dismissing Issue
Dismissed
There is a concern proposed fence N/A
Wildlife construction plan may alter wildlife Analyzed
migration and movement.
There is a concern the proposed N/A
Wildlife action may degrade wildlife habitat Analyzed
quality.
There is a concern the proposed N/A
Wildlife fence construction plan may be Analyzed
inadequate to contain bison.
There is a concern the proposed Issue is dismissed due to
action may present animal-health or mitigation
Wildlife disease-t.ransmissi.on. risks, such as Dismissed
brucellosis transmission or other
animal-health effects to cattle or
wildlife.
There is a concern the proposed Issue is dismissed due to
Wildlife action may degrade sage-grouse Dismissed | mitigation
habitat.
There is a concern the proposed Issue dismissed because of scale
action may affect local or regional and scope of the proposed
. economic conditions, including _— action
Economics . . . Dismissed
agricultural operations, tourism,
recreation-related activity, and rural
communities.
There is a concern the proposed Livestock Type will not affect
action may affect revenue to state revenue to state trust
. trust beneficiaries. I beneficiaries. Lease rates are
Economics Dismissed .
based on a per AUM basis. Lease
6732 is for 120 AUMs, regardless
of livestock type
There is a concern the proposed Issue dismissed as the scale and
Economics action may affect adjacent land Dismissed scqpe of the prc.>pose.d action on
uses. a single lease will unlikely affect
surrounding land use patterns.
There is a concern the proposed N/A
grazing management plan and
Vegetation associated lease terms may affect Analyzed
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Water Resources

There is a concern the proposed
action may affect water quality and
watershed function.

Analyzed

N/A

Soil Resources

There is a concern the proposed
action may increase soil compaction
and erosion, decreasing soil
productivity.

Analyzed

N/A

Public
Access/Recreation

There is a concern the proposed
action may affect public recreation
and/or public access to the state
trust land.

Analyzed

N/A

Grazing

There is a concern the proposed
action animal unit equivalents for
bison will cause degraded range
conditions.

Analyzed

N/A

Archeological

There is a concern the proposed
action may affect cultural or
archaeological resources.

Analyzed

N/A

Cumulative Effects

There is a concern the proposed
action may cumulatively affect
range condition on adjacent
deeded, state, and federal lands.

Analyzed

N/A
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U.S. Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service. (2026, September 22).
Custom soil resource report for Phillips County Area, Montana: Lease 6732 26N 28E 16 [Soil
survey report].

Montana Natural Heritage Program. (2026, July 27). Environmental summary report for latitude
47.98627 to 48.02966 and longitude —108.09185 to —108.15876 [Environmental summary
report].
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State Lease #6732

County: Philips

APR 2026 Bison Grazing Proposal
(Submitted on February 2, 2026)






Appendix F: Figures (fencing diagram)
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