Environmental Close-Up:  The Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem

In 1872, the U.S. government established Yellowstone National Park as the world’s first national park.  It was an expansive area that protected unique natural features such as geysers, hot springs, rivers, lakes, and mountains.  It was also a preserve for many kinds of wildlife such as grizzly bears, elk, moose, and bison.  At the time it was established, the park was thought to be of adequate size to protect the scenic resources and the wildlife.  Since that time, the lands surrounding the park have been converted to a variety of uses, including cattle grazing, timber production, hunting, and mining.

Fortunately, most of the lands surrounding Yellowstone National Park and the adjacent Grant Teton National Park are still under government control as national forests, national wildlife refuges, and other state, local, or federal entities.  Some of the park wildlife, particularly the grizzly bear and bison, often wander across the park boundaries.  The grizzly in particular needs large regions of wilderness to survive as a species.


Many people assert that it is essential that these lands be integrated into a Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem management plan encompassing about 7.3 million hectares (18 million acres).  The plan is based on more natural boundaries than the original boundaries established in 1872.  This would require changes in the way much of the land surrounding Yellowstone is being used.  The trade-offs are significant.  Logging, mining, hunting, and grazing would be stopped or significantly reduced.  This would result in a loss of jobs in those industries.  Proponents argue that additional jobs would be created in the tourist and related service industries.  The advantages, they argue, would be equal to or greater than the economic losses caused by stopping current uses.  Individual and group decisions result in organizational policies and consumer behavior that support or weaken the ecosystem.
