
Feb. 4, 2023

Wildlife Division
Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks
Submitted at: fwpwld@mt.gov

Re: Draft Statewide Grizzly Bear Management Plan

Director Worsech and members of the Commission,

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on Montana Fish, Wildlife & Parks’ draft grizzly bear management
plan. PERC applauds FWP for its role in recovering grizzly bears, Montana’s state animal, in the Northern
Continental Divide Ecosystem and Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem and for the work that went into this
proposed statewide plan. The recovery of grizzly bear populations in the state has been an incredible
conservation achievement, which may soon be rewarded by the delisting of several populations under the federal
Endangered Species Act.1 FWP’s proposed plan seeks to facilitate the continued growth and health of these
populations, while also being sensitive to the e�ects a large carnivore can have on communities, landowners, and
the agriculture industry.

PERC is the national leader in market solutions for conservation, with over 40 years of research and a network
of respected scholars and practitioners. Through research, law and policy, and innovative �eld conservation
programs, PERC explores how aligning incentives for environmental stewardship produces sustainable
outcomes for land, water, and wildlife. Founded in 1980, PERC is nonpro�t, nonpartisan, and proudly based in
Bozeman, Montana. With PERC headquartered in Yellowstone bear country, grizzlies have featured
prominently in our research, legal and policy engagement, and on-the-ground conservation e�orts. PERC has
studied the critical role of states, private landowners, and conservation groups in recovering grizzly bear
populations.2 It has long supported the delisting of recovered bear populations and opposed proposals to
permanently federalize their management.3 It has championed innovative policies that would allow

3 See, e.g., PERC Amicus Brief, Crow Indian Tribe v. United States, No. 18-36030, ECF No. 54 (9th Cir. �led May 30, 2019), https://www.perc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2019/05/1-1586-AMICUS-BRIEF-FINAL.pdf; Jonathan Wood, Grizzly Bear Recovery and Management: Testimony before the H.
Comm. on Natural Res. on the "Tribal Heritage and Grizzly Bear Protection Act" (2019) (statement of Jonathan Wood, Research Fellow, PERC), https://
www.perc.org/2019/05/15/grizzly-bear-recovery-and- management/.

2 See, e.g., Catherine Semcer, How Serious Are We, Really, About Protecting the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem? (Feb. 10, 2022), https://perc.org/2022/02/
10/how-serious-are-we-really-about-protecting-the-yellowstone-ecosystem/; Whitney Tilt, Elk in Paradise: Conserving Migratory Wildlife and Working
Lands in Montana’s Paradise Valley (2020), https://www.perc.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/ Elk-In-Paradise.pdf; Hank Fischer, The Bear
Necessities, PERC Reports (Mar. 28, 2008), https://perc.org/2008/03/28/the-bear- necessities/.

1 See Joshua Murdock, Feds consider petitions to delist grizzly bear, Missoulian (Feb. 3, 2023), https://missoulian.com/news/local/feds-consider-petitions-
to-delist-grizzly-bear/article_6083dc69-7009-5f11-8eef-079c6e540dc2.html.
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conservationists to play a greater role in supporting grizzly bears and shielding innocent landowners from the
costs imposed by bears.4

While recovering grizzly bear populations to the point that they can be delisted under the Endangered Species
Act is a critical goal, FWP is correct to set higher goals for the long term health and management of the species. It
explicitly rules out containing bears to the federally-designated recovery zones, for instance. Instead, FWP
proposes to manage these zones to produce populations abundant enough to encourage dispersal of bears into
areas that can provide long-term connectivity between populations. That connectivity, and the increased bear
numbers it would require, will result in healthier, genetically diverse bear populations at considerably less risk of
backsliding onto the Endangered Species Act list once again. PERC also appreciates the plan’s discussion of
allowing bears to disperse to any other areas (those that don’t promote connectivity), provided that con�ict is
avoided.5

Although hunting of grizzly bears is currently precluded by Endangered Species Act regulations, the draft plan
devotes signi�cant attention to what a future hunt might look like. While PERC agrees that hunting can be a
useful management tool, hunting should only occur in areas where grizzly populations are healthy enough to
sustain it and the should should be structured to bene�t grizzly conservation, including by generating revenue
for conservation actions, encouraging social acceptance of grizzlies, and addressing the costs imposed on private
landowners. As hunting of other species has shown, allocating opportunity exclusively through a random lottery
may not create the sense of involvement and engagement among local landowners that FWP predicts. Instead,
reserving opportunities for the landowners who provide habitat and bear the costs of a species has been more
e�ective at creating landowner buy-in.6 Since the number of opportunities would likely be too few to allow this
sort of division for grizzly bears, an alternative would be to charge higher fees than the state has previously
considered and use the proceeds to create a fund that compensates private landowners for the presence of
grizzlies and otherwise support the species’  conservation.7

Finally, PERC appreciates the draft plan’s discussion of engagement with community groups to encourage
bottom-up, community-based e�orts to resolve management challenges. We agree that such an approach yields

7 See Jonathan Wood, Public Comment on Establishing Experimental Populations Outside a Species’ Historic Range (Aug. 17, 2022), https://www.perc.org/
2022/08/17/public-comment-on-establishing-experimental-populations-outside-a-species-historic-range/ (proposing that endangered and threatened
species should only be introduced to an area if reforms are in place to make them an asset to surrounding landowners, rather than a regulatory liability);
Dan Macon, Paying for the Presence of Predators: An Evolving Approach to Compensating Ranchers, 42 Rangelands 43 (2020).

6 See Catherine Semcer & Jack Smith, Conserving Wildlife Habitat with Landowner Hunting Permits, PERC Policy Br. (2021), https://www.perc.org/wp-
content/uploads/2021/09/PERC-PolicyBrief-HuntingPermits-210902-WEB.pdf.

5 The draft plan refers to allowing this expansion in discretionary terms. See, e.g., Plan at 6. Unless removing a grizzly from a non-recovery,
non-connectivity area would advance the bear’s conservation (e.g. a bear is being relocated to an area where it can better contribute to genetic diversity or
population connectivity), FWP should allow bears to expand into new areas so long as con�ict is avoided.

4 See, e.g., Shawn Regan, et al., Opening the Range: Reforms to Allow Markets for Voluntary Conservation on Federal Grazing Lands, 2023 Utah L. Rev. 197
(2023), https://dc.law.utah.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1344&context=ulr (proposing federal agencies give ranchers the liberty to negotiate with
conservation groups for compensation to perform voluntary conservation, including reducing grizzly-livestock con�ict and avoiding bear removals); Todd
Wilkinson, The New Grizzly Hunters, PERC Reports (2018), https://perc.org/2018/12/06/the-new-grizzly-hunters/ (proposing that conservationists
have the option to purchase hunting permits with the intent not to hunt them); Brian Yablonski, The Bear, the Bison, and the Business of Yellowstone,
PERC Reports (2015), https://perc.org/2015/08/31/the-bear-the- bison-and-the-business-of-yellowstone/ (proposing that public desire to view bears be
tapped to conserve habitat and working lands)..
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e�ective, durable solutions which are tailored to local communities and bolstered by local buy-in. PERC
encourages FWP to consider conservation organizations as partners in fostering these ground-up solutions and
to identify areas in which it would welcome such solutions. Currently, the discussion of community
engagement is limited to Table 1. There is no mention of it in the more detailed discussion of FWP’s preferred
alternative. We encourage FWP to expand on how its implementation of the proposed plan would respect and
adapt to innovative solutions developed through collaboration between tribes, local communities, landowners,
and conservationists. Could collaboration be used, for instance, to facilitate the identi�cation of new
translocation or relocation sites, to increase social acceptance of grizzlies and allow expansion to new areas, or to
in�uence responses to con�ict? For other species, each of these issues have bene�tted from local collaboration
and could see the same bene�ts for grizzly bears.

Thank you for your consideration of these comments.


