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SUBJECT:  Yellowstone Project Update 
 
 Representatives from the public university system participated in a workshop in August 
at Yellowstone National Park.  A report is attached. 
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RECOMMENDED ACTION 
 

 Discussion. 



Politics of the Yellowstone Ecosystem 
A Program of the American Democracy Project 

American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU) 
 

Report to Academic Affairs Council 
 
Summary:  In August, a team of twelve people from the South Dakota Regental System 
participated in a workshop at Yellowstone National Park.  The program was designed by 
AASCU to stimulate thought on civic engagement in the undergraduate curriculum.  The South 
Dakota team participated in a program that involved lectures with park officials on a variety of 
policy matters, interviewing individuals external to the park on those same issues, first-hand 
observation of wildlife and other park controversies, and discussion of how to incorporate civic 
engagement into a state-wide curriculum in South Dakota.  The intent is to follow up with an 
experimental curricular offering during the 2007-08 academic year. 
 
Background:  In recent years, AASCU has developed the American Democracy Project (ADP) 
to promote civic engagement as an integral part of undergraduate education.  The mission 
statement for the project, taken from the AASCU ADP web site 
(http://www.aascu.org/programs/adp/about/default.htm) is as follows: 
 
The American Democracy Project is a multi-campus initiative that seeks to create an intellectual 
and experiential understanding of civic engagement for undergraduates enrolled at institutions
that are members of the American Association of State Colleges and Universities (AASCU). The
goal of the project is to produce graduates who understand and are committed to engaging in
meaningful actions as citizens in a democracy. 

 
 
The ADP is headed by George Mehaffey, Vice-President for Academic Leadership and Change 
for AASCU.  The ADP has a number of interesting facets, but the program of interest here is the 
Politics of the Yellowstone Ecosystem program. 
 
The Yellowstone project is in its second year.  The materials distributed by AASCU state in their 
description of the project: 

 
“Politics of the Yellowstone Ecosystem” is a project designed to develop curriculum 
materials and program ideas that colleges and universities can use to educate and involve 
undergraduate students in political disputes about public lands, environmental issues, and 
by extension, all public resources.  The key questions are these:  In a democracy, how are 
the aspirations and goals of competing interests addressed and resolved?  What role can 
citizens play in the resolution of disputes?  How can undergraduate students learn about 
environmental issues from multiple perspectives and disciplines and become engaged in 
their resolution?” 
 

The 2006 Yellowstone project was set up to be a week-long course involving approximately 25 
participants, focusing on specific issues in the park.  The intent of the program was to provide 
participants an introduction to specific issue associated with Yellowstone, but more importantly, 

http://www.aascu.org/programs/adp/about/default.htm


to stimulate participants into thinking about how they might use the experience to enrich the 
education of undergraduates at their home campus. 
 
South Dakota’s Involvement:  Several Vice Presidents for Academic Affairs (Wittmayer, 
Myers, Whitehead, Engstrom) attended the  2006 Winter Academic Affairs meeting of AASCU 
in Charleston, SC, in February.  At that meeting, the Yellowstone opportunity was announced.  
Given that many of our campuses in South Dakota are working to provide increasing 
opportunities for civic engagement, and given that South Dakota faces a number of challenging 
issues regarding natural resources, the announcement of the Yellowstone project resonated with 
those in attendance from South Dakota.  The group approached George Mehaffey about the 
possibility of sending a relatively large contingent to Yellowstone with the intent being to 
develop in a collaborative manner, some kind of curricular initiative available to students around 
the state.  Dr. Mehaffey responded favorably and enthusiastically to the idea of a statewide 
approach to civic engagement, indicating that this was the first statewide effort of this type.  He 
set aside twelve of the 25 slots of the 2006 Yellowstone program for South Dakota participants. 
 
Throughout the spring, a team from South Dakota was assembled, consisting of an Academic 
Affairs officer and a faculty member from each of the Regental institutions.  The team consisted 
of: 
 BHSU:  George Earley, Associate VPAA 
   David Wolff, Professor of History 
 DSU:  Cecelia Wittmayer, VPAA 
   Dale Droge, Professor of Biology and Science/Math Coordinator 
 NSU:  Clyde Arnold, Provost and VPAA 
   Dave Grettler, Professor of History and Dean, Arts & Sciences 

SDSM&T: Duane Hrncir, Dean of Science and Letters (substitute for Karen 
Whitehead, VPAA) 

 Sid Goss, Professor of Sociology 
 SDSU:  Mary Kay Helling, Associate VPAA 
   Jonathan Jenks, Professor of Wildlife and Fisheries Sciences 
 USD:  Royce Engstrom, Provost and VPAA 
   Hugh Britten, Professor of Biology 
 
Every member of the South Dakota team was an enthusiastic participant and each brought a 
unique perspective to the project.  Each institution was responsible for covering the cost of 
attendance for its two participants.  The rest of the workshop participants were from a variety of 
other institutions around the country. 
 
The Program:  The program was based out of the hotel at Mammoth Hot Springs in 
Yellowstone National Park, beginning on Monday evening and running through Saturday noon.  
The schedule was intense, and participants were kept busy throughout the entire program.  The 
week consisted primarily of these components: 

• Lectures by and discussion with various park officials and other experts on a wide variety 
of issues facing the park and the surrounding area.  For example, one of the lecturers was 
Douglas Smith, the project leader for the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone 



National Park.  Another was Andy Revkin, a reporter for the New York Times who 
covers environmental issues. 

• Guided discussion, wildlife viewing, and extensive touring of the park to observe, first-
hand, controversial policy issues.  This section was led principally by Dr. Mike Yochim, 
an employee of the NPS, (but working on behalf of the Yellowstone Association for this 
course), and an expert on a wide range of policy matters associated with the Yellowstone 
ecosystem.  In addition to observing the landscape and novel features of the park, during 
these tours we were able to observe wolves, bison, elk, grizzlies, and other wildlife. 

• Interviews with community members and others external to the park to learn about issues 
from widely disparate viewpoints.  Interviews had been set up by the workshop 
coordinators to reflect opposing interests on specific policy issues. 

• Small group discussion on development of curricular opportunities at the home 
campuses.  In our case, the South Dakota contingent discussed the development of a 
statewide course or curriculum.    

• Informal discussion among participants and workshop staff. 
 
The content of the workshop focused on a number of issues under active policy debate and 
public scrutiny associated with park itself and the surrounding area.  Since the park is part of the 
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem, and since there is no way to keep the park and its inhabitants 
isolated from the surrounding area, all of the issues involved management of a resource within 
the park and the conflict arising when that resource moved beyond the bounds of the park.   
 
The specific topics of discussion included the following (the actual daily schedule is appended): 

• Bison and Brucellosis:  The sizable bison herd presents challenges created by the fact that 
they can carry and transmit to cattle, under certain conditions, the disease, brucellosis.  
During the winter months, many bison leave the park to find food.  Hunting of buffalo 
has been introduced in surrounding states.  Also during the winter, the bison use the roads 
in the park, thereby coming into close contact with winter recreation activities.   

• Boating on Yellowstone Lake:  Over the years, considerable controversy has arisen 
around the issue of power-boating on Yellowstone Lake.  The discussion reviewed the 
history of the issue, the compromise policy in place on the lake, and effects of boating.  
Also in this section we discussed the introduction of lake trout, a non-native species, and 
its major impact on the native population of cutthroat trout. 

• Snowmobiles and Winter Use:  A major industry has developed in the Yellowstone 
industry around snowmobiling, but has become especially controversial because of 
pollution, noise, interaction with wildlife, and differing philosophical views about park 
use.   

• Grizzly Bear Management:  The grizzly has thrived in Yellowstone and is scheduled to 
be “delisted” as an endangered species, an action that has a number of important 
consequences.  Major challenges face the grizzly as its food supply, including cutthroat 
trout and pine nuts, undergo significant pressures themselves.   

• Wolf Reintroduction and Management:  The decade-long wolf reintroduction project has 
been highly successful, with wolf populations exceeding projections by a considerable 
number.  Interactions between wolves and other fauna of the park, conflicts among 
wolves and the surrounding region (two wolves were killed legally by a rancher outside 
the park while we were at the workshop), and possible indirect effects of wolves on 



vegetation in the park were discussed.  During the tours, we were able to observe one of 
the wolf packs on two different days. 

 
During the course of discussing the above major issues, it was quite apparent that essentially no 
topic could be understood in isolation.  Every topic was a complex issue that had connections to 
large number of other areas and each was the focus of numerous policy matters. 
 
During the workshop, the New York Times reporter was a participant in the discussions, and a 
film crew from Montana State University followed the group with the intent of producing a 
documentary on the project.   
 
South Dakota Curriculum Development:  The South Dakota group has developed, in 
preliminary discussion, the idea of offering a specific course for South Dakota students 
beginning with the Fall Semester of 2007.  As of this time, the guiding principals behind the 
course are: 

• The course will involve a week-long experience in Yellowstone just prior to the fall 
semester, followed by a semester long class that focuses on a topic specifically relevant 
to South Dakota.  The Yellowstone experience will serve as a dramatic introduction to 
policy-related controversy, and the fall class will build upon that experience by focusing 
on similar issues, but more closely tied to South Dakota. There are a number of issues 
that could form the topical focus, including mountain lion distribution, water resources, 
land use, or winter recreation.  Part of the Yellowstone week will be to focus the class on 
a specific topic for the fall semester. 

• The course would be initiated on a pilot scale, involving approximately 25-30 students 
total, with students from each of the six Regental institutions enrolled in a common 
experimental course.  In the initial class, students would be selected by the individual 
campuses to bring a diverse set of majors and backgrounds to the class. 

• Each campus would have an instructor-of-record, and the course would be designed by 
and coordinated by an overall steering committee, the membership of which would come 
from this year’s Yellowstone participants. 

• The course would involve two or three face-to-face meetings of the entire class, special 
lectures by appropriate experts using technology delivery, and considerable independent 
work under the direction of the campus coordinator. 

• The focus of the course would be on the development of specific and realistic policy 
based on a thorough understanding of the issue.  The final face-to-face session of the 
class might be a presentation of the findings and recommendations at a special forum in 
Pierre, with appropriate policy-makers invited. 

• The Yellowstone participants will be seeking external funding to support the 
development and delivery of the pilot course, with the notion that lessons learned from 
the pilot will be incorporated into the design of a long-term curriculum that emphasizes 
civic engagement for a larger number of students.  At this point, a preliminary cost 
estimate for the pilot course is in the range of $60,000.   

 
Conclusion:  The Yellowstone experience was rewarding on several fronts.  First, it provided an 
opportunity for spontaneous collaboration among the six Regental institutions.  Second, it placed 
the South Dakota group in a leadership position with respect to system-wide approaches to 



student engagement.  Third, it has inspired considerable creative thinking toward improving the 
education of our students.  Finally, it provided the participants with an in-depth look at a number 
of fascinating issues in the setting of one of our national treasures. 
 
(Prepared by R. Engstrom, August, 2006) 



AASCU Itinerary & Curriculum 
August 2006, Yellowstone National Park 

Mike Yochim, Ph.D.  
 

National parks are some of the most beloved landscapes in America. Places like Yosemite, the 
Grand Canyon, and Yellowstone are in some ways quintessentially American, for it was here that 
the idea of preserving natural landscapes for the benefit of all people arguably originated. 
Consequently, the preservation of these areas is widely supported and their management closely 
watched by Americans and the press.  
 
Within Americans, however, a wide variety of opinions toward national park preservation can be 
found. In many—but not all—cases, the opinions vary along a spectrum from those supporting 
strict preservation to those supporting liberal human uses of the parks. Such opinions reflect the 
diverse values of Americans more broadly, and illustrate the variety of purpose we see in nature. 
To some of us, nature is a sacred cathedral; to others, a playground, a research reserve, an 
economic engine, and/or a history lesson. National parks attempt to negotiate a balance between 
these meanings, but finding the proper balance is often a topic of heated discussion.  
 
Reflecting this diversity of values are five different conservation issues in Yellowstone National 
Park. Many of these involve the management of charismatic species, but some revolve around 
key recreational issues. Wolf reintroduction and subsequent management have occupied a central 
spotlight recently, as have current proposals to remove the grizzly bear from the endangered 
species list. Winter use, particularly snowmobile use in Yellowstone, is perhaps the NPS’s most 
visible nationwide controversy. Bison management is a related issue, with controversy revolving 
around both the impacts of both brucellosis and snowmobile trails on the animals’ migrations 
and distribution. And boating on Yellowstone Lake is a fifth issue, one with historic roots but 
with which we continue to deal today.   
 
Over the course of two and a half days, we will examine the history of each of these issues, along 
with the roles played by science, politicians, and public involvement. The confounding influence 
of other factors such as global warming will be reviewed as well. The course’s unifying theme is 
that an involved and educated citizenry is crucial to the ongoing management evolution and 
preservation of our national parks. Being fully informed on the conservation issues enables us to 
negotiate a respectful path between our diverse values and preserve nature. Being fully involved 
can help prevent national parks from devolving into pawns of interests at the extreme, whether 
those are economic, political, recreational, or other such groups. Only by being both educated 
and involved will our national parks survive into the 22nd century.  
 
Recommended general reading for the whole course:  
James A. Pritchard, Preserving Yellowstone’s Natural Conditions: Science and the Perception of Nature 

(Lincoln: Univ. of Nebraska Press, 1999).  
 
Paul Schullery, Searching for Yellowstone: Ecology and Wonder in the Last Wilderness (Boston: 

Houghton Mifflin, 1997).  
 
Richard West Sellars, Preserving Nature in the National Parks: A History (New Haven: Yale Univ. Press, 

1997).   



 
Course agenda and itinerary. 
Tuesday, August 1. 
Full-day field trip to Hayden Valley, Yellowstone Lake, and Dunraven Pass.  
Topics:  
1) Bison and Brucellosis  
I envision this being a field-based lecture, hopefully seated on a hill watching a herd of bison in 
Hayden Valley. August is mating season, so bison put on a good show at that time!  
Note also that a member of the NPS’s bison management staff will visit with us Wednesday 
afternoon.   

A. History of Bison Management in Yellowstone.  
B. Brucellosis controversy.  
C. Intersection with winter use/bison use of groomed roadways.  
D. Role of public, science, and politicians.  

 
Recommended reading:  
Mary Ann Franke, “Do Groomed Roads Increase Bison Mileage?,” Yellowstone Science 13 (Fall 2005), 

15-24.  
 
Franke, To Save the Wild Bison: Life on the Edge in Yellowstone (Norman: Univ. of Oklahoma Press, 

2005).  
 
Mary Meagher and Margaret E. Meyer, “On the Origin of Brucellosis in Bison of Yellowstone National 

Park: A Review,” Conservation Biology 8 (1994): 645-653.  
 
David Price and Paul Schullery, “The Bison of Yellowstone: The Challenge of Conservation,” Bison 

World, Nov/Dec. 1993, 18-23.  
 
Paul Schullery, “Drawing the Lines in Yellowstone: The American Bison as Symbol and Scourge,” Orion 

Nature Quarterly 5 (Autumn 1986); 32-45.  
 
2) Boating on Yellowstone Lake   
I envision this being a field-based lecture, delivered as we eat lunch on the shore of the Lake (a 
short one-mile round trip hike).  

A. Late 1950s: Rising motorboat use worries park managers.  
B. 1959: Controversy ensues when NPS proposes banning motorboats from parts of the 

lake.   
C. 1960: A Year of Congressional hearings, with NPS enacting the ban at year’s end.  
D. 1961: Actions bring reactions—a compromise is forced upon NPS.  
E. Legacies of this controversy.  

 
Recommended reading:  
Stephen Fox, The American Conservation Movement: John Muir and His Legacy (Madison: University of 

Wisconsin Press, 1981). 
 
Thomas R. Vale, The American Wilderness: Reflections on Nature Protection in the United States 

(Charlottesville, Univ. of Virginia Press, 2005), 119-139.  
 



Mike Yochim, “A Water Wilderness,” Historical Geography, forthcoming.   
 
Tuesday Evening, Aug. 1
Slide show and discussion.  
Topic: Yellowstone/Grand Teton snowmobile issue 

A. History of motorized winter use.  
1. 1930-67: Dialectic between pressure to plow park roads and early visitation via 

oversnow vehicle.  
2. 1967-82: Yellowstone institutionalizes snowmobiling.  
3. 1983-97: Park authorities begin to question snowmobiling.  
4. 1997-2003: Controversy erupts.  
5. 2004-present: New era of managed visitor use?  

B. Interest groups, lawsuits, and values at stake in winter use controversy.  
C. Influence of politicians now and in recent past, including Wyoming’s unique and 

powerful political geography.  
D. Public involvement.  
E. Role of science.  
F. Lessons learned.  
G. This issue as emblematic of many recreation issues in the NPS.  

 
Recommended reading:  
Mae Davenport and William T. Borrie, “The Appropriateness of Snowmobiling in National Parks: An 

Investigation of the Meanings of Snowmobiling Experiences in Yellowstone National Park,” 
Environmental Management 35 (2005): 151-160.  

 
Daniel Dustin and Ingrid E. Schneider, “The Science of Politics/The Politics of Science: Examining the 

Snowmobile Controversy in Yellowstone National Park,” Environmental Management 34 (2005): 
761-767.  

 
Michael J. Yochim, “Snow Machines in the Gardens: The History of Snowmobiles in Glacier and 

Yellowstone National Parks,” Montana the Magazine of Western History 53 (Autumn 2003): 2-
15.  

 
Yochim, “Snowmobiling in Wonderland: the History of Winter Visitor Use in Yellowstone National 

Park.” Draft book manuscript, probable publication in 2008.  
 
Wednesday, August 2.  
Early Morning: Early field trip to Lamar Valley to look for grizzly bears & wolves.  
Late Morning: Discussions of wolf and bear management history and contemporary issues. 
Afternoon: Visits by NPS bear, wolf, and bison resource experts at Mammoth Hot Springs.  
Topics:  
1) Grizzly Bear Management and Potential Delisting 

A. History of bear management.  
B. Bear ecology (perhaps delivered as we watch a bear?).  
C. Current attempts to delist grizzlies.  
D. Other grizzly bear issues.  
E. Role of science, the public, and politicians.  

 



Guest Lecture/Discussion: Kerry Gunther, NPS bear management expert, or someone from his 
office, in the afternoon once we’ve returned to Mammoth Hot Springs.  
 
Recommended reading:  
John J. Craighead, John A. Mitchell, Jay S. Sumner, The Grizzly Bears of Yellowstone: Their Ecology in 

the Yellowstone Ecosystem, 1959-1992 (Washington: Island Press, 1995 
 

Doug Peacock, The Grizzly Years: In Search of the American Wilderness (New York: Kensington 
Publishing Corporation, 1992).  

 
Paul Schullery, The Bears of Yellowstone (Lanham, Md.: Roberts Rinehart, in cooperation with the 

National Park Foundation, 1986).   
 
2) Wolf Reintroduction and Management 

A. Wolf Management History.  
B. Wolf ecology.  
C. Values and meanings of wolves/controversial species.  

1. Controversy over their reintroduction.  
2. Current controversy over delisting them & Wyoming’s resistance.  
3. Meanings of wolves to different stakeholders.  

D. Science, politics, public involvement.  
 
Guest lecture/discussion: Doug Smith, NPS. As with the grizzly guest lecture, this will take place 
in the afternoon after we’ve returned to Mammoth.   
 
Recommended reading:  
Hank Fischer, Wolf Wars (Guilford, Conn.: Falcon Press, an imprint of The Globe Pequot Press, 1995).  
 
Barry Lopez, Of Wolves and Men (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1978).  
 
Rick McIntyre, ed., War Against the Wolf: America’s Campaign to Exterminate the Wolf (Stillwater, 

Minn.: Voyageur Press, 1995).  
 
Douglas W. Smith and Gary Ferguson, Decade of the Wolf: Returning the wild to Yellowstone (Guilford, 

Conn.: The Lyons Press, 2005).  
 
Thursday, August 3rd

Field trip outside of the park to interview people on controversial topics 
Report on field trip findings 
 
Friday, August 4th

Optional wolf-watching 
Design of curriculum 
Film Festival and discussion 
 
Saturday, August 5th

 
Wrap-up and adjournment at noon 

http://www.bestwebbuys.com/The_Grizzly_Bears_of_Yellowstone-ISBN_1559634561.html?isrc=b-search
http://www.bestwebbuys.com/The_Grizzly_Bears_of_Yellowstone-ISBN_1559634561.html?isrc=b-search

	SUBJECT:  Yellowstone Project Update 
	RECOMMENDED ACTION 

