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Abstract

Re-establishing society's ability to coexist with wildlife species that were historically extirpated
presents a critical challenge for reintroduction. Tribal-led efforts across North America aim to restore
American Buffalo (Bison bison) as an ecological and cultural keystone species. Yet low social
tolerance remains a limiting factor, especially in cattle ranching communities. This article explores
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the Blackfoot Nations' outlook to restore coexistence with free-roaming iinnii (the Blackfoot word
for buffalo) along the Rocky Mountains, across the Canada-United States border. We interviewed
Blackfoot Elders and community members, government employees, conservation organizations, and
livestock producers to explore the historical roots of present-day conflict and to identify promising
coexistence strategies. Our results suggest that key relational and practical obstacles to restoring
buffalo emerged from the colonial disruption of Blackfoot lifeways. We show how Blackfoot
relationships with cattle—at once a legacy of assimilation policies and an important strategy for
cultural and economic continuance—have generated complex contemporary relationships with land
and wildlife. Building on this, we examine how Blackfoot-led initiatives are revitalizing kinship with
buffalo and implementing creative strategies to restore positive relationships among people, livestock,
and wild buffalo. Their efforts illustrate how grounding wildlife recovery in community values can
help balance diverse cultural, environmental, and economic priorities in shared landscapes.

Keywords: human-wildlife coexistence, ecological restoration, Indigenous-led conservation, bison,
human dimensions of wildlife, environmental governance, wildlife-livestock conflict

Résumé

Le rétablissement de la capacité des sociétés a coexister avec des especes sauvages historiquement
extirpées localement constitue un défi majeur pour les programmes de réintroduction. A travers
I'Amérique du Nord, des initiatives dirigées par des nations Tribales visent & restaurer le bison
d'Amérique (Bison bison) en tant qu'espece clé de voiite sur les plans écologique et culturel.
Toutefois, une faible tolérance sociale demeure un facteur limitant, particulierement dans les
communautés d'élevage bovin. Cet article examine les efforts des Nations Blackfoot visant a rétablir
la coexistence avec les iinnii en liberté (le terme Blackfoot désignant le bison) le long des montagnes
Rocheuses, de part et d'autre de la frontiére entre le Canada et les Etats-Unis. Nous avons réalisé des
entretiens aupres d'Ainés et de membres des communautés Blackfoot, d'employés gouvernementaux,
d'organisations de conservation et de producteurs d'¢levage afin d'explorer les racines historiques des
conflits actuels et d'identifier des stratégies prometteuses de coexistence. Nos résultats suggerent que
les principaux obstacles relationnels et pratiques au rétablissement du bison trouvent leur origine dans
la perturbation coloniale des modes de vie Blackfoot. Nous montrons comment les relations des
Blackfoot avec le bétail — a la fois héritage des politiques d'assimilation et importante stratégie de
continuité culturelle et économique — ont engendré des relations contemporaines complexes avec les
terres et la faune sauvage. Dans cette perspective, nous examinons comment des initiatives dirigées
par les Blackfoot revitalisent les liens de parenté avec le bison et mettent en ceuvre des stratégies
novatrices pour rétablir des relations positives entre les personnes, le bétail et les bisons sauvages.
Ces efforts illustrent comment I'ancrage du rétablissement de la faune dans les valeurs
communautaires peut contribuer a concilier diverses priorités culturelles, environnementales et
économiques au sein de paysages partagés.

Keywords: coexistence humains—faune, restauration écologique, conservation menée par les
Autochtones, bison d'Amérique, dimensions humaines de la faune sauvage, gouvernance
environnementale, conflits faune—bétail

Resumen

Restablecer la capacidad de la sociedad para coexistir con especies silvestres histdricamente
extirpadas constituye un desafio fundamental para los procesos de reintroduccion. En toda América
del Norte, iniciativas lideradas por pueblos Tribales buscan restaurar al bisonte americano (Bison
bison) como una especie clave desde perspectivas tanto ecoldgicas como culturales. Sin embargo, la
baja tolerancia social sigue siendo un factor limitante, especialmente en las comunidades dedicadas
a la ganaderia bovina. Este articulo explora los esfuerzos de las Naciones Blackfoot para restaurar la
coexistencia con los iinnii (el término blackfoot para el bisonte) como parte de iniciativas destinadas
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a restablecer poblaciones de bisontes en libertad a lo largo de las Montafias Rocosas, a ambos lados
de la frontera entre Canada y Estados Unidos. Entrevistamos a Ancianos y miembros de las
comunidades Blackfoot, empleados gubernamentales, organizaciones de conservacion y productores
ganaderos para explorar las raices histdricas de los conflictos actuales e identificar estrategias
prometedoras de coexistencia. Nuestros resultados sugieren que los principales obstaculos
relacionales y practicos para la restauracion del bisonte surgieron de la alteracion colonial de las
formas de vida Blackfoot. Mostramos como las relaciones de los pueblos Blackfoot con el ganado —
a la vez legado de las politicas de asimilacion y una importante estrategia de continuidad cultural y
economica— han generado complejas relaciones contemporaneas con la tierra y la fauna silvestre. A
partir de ello, examinamos como las iniciativas lideradas por los pueblos Blackfoot estan
revitalizando los relaciones de parentesco con el bisonte e implementando estrategias creativas para
restaurar relaciones positivas entre las personas, el ganado y los bisontes silvestres. Sus esfuerzos
ilustran cémo fundamentar la recuperacion de la fauna silvestre en los valores comunitarios puede
ayudar a equilibrar diversas prioridades culturales, ambientales y econdmicas en paisajes
compartidos.

Keywords: coexistencia personas—fauna, restauracion ecologica, conservacion liderada por pueblos
indigenas, bisonte americano, dimensiones humanas de la fauna, gobernanza ambiental, conflicto
fauna—Ganado

1. Introduction

In June 2023, a herd of buffalo made their way along the foothills below Ninnaastako (Chief
Mountain), on the Rocky Mountain Front near the present-day Canada-United States border. They
were the first of their kind to roam freely here in nearly 150 years. For the crowd gathered to celebrate
the return, most of whom were members of the Blackfoot Confederacy, the release of 48 iinnii (the
Blackfoot word for buffalo) fulfilled a longstanding dream. Reaching this moment had taken decades
of community dialogues, relationship-building with external partners, and persistent advocacy to
secure the habitat and political will to allocate space for free-roaming buffalo and finally open the
gates. This grassroots effort is part of a larger Tribal-led movement to bring the buffalo home, which
has quickly gained momentum across North America (Crosschild ef al., 2021; Shamon et al., 2022).
Yet the buffalo are returning to landscapes radically changed in their absence. Learning to live
alongside them in a modern world, even for communities like the Blackfoot who recognise iinnii
culturally as relatives, is no easy task.

In this article, we explore how Blackfoot community leaders are working to restore buffalo as
a cultural keystone species in a modern context. In doing so, we investigate globally relevant
questions for species restoration: how can people relearn to coexist with wild animals that have been
absent for generations? The experiences of Indigenous communities relearning to live with animal
relatives show how the legacies of historic disconnection and loss complicate restoration efforts as
they continue to shape culture, livelihoods, and expectations in the present. Recognizing this
complexity, how are revitalized Indigenous philosophies of kinship and coexistence generating new
paradigms for the reintroduction of cultural keystone species?

Addressing these questions, we discuss human-buffalo coexistence across three phases:
1. Blackfoot foundations of coexistence

2. colonial disruption of coexistence with buffalo
3. contemporary efforts to restore coexistence
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We first describe Blackfoot relationships with iinnii as relatives in a precolonial context to ground
our analysis in Blackfoot history and cultural memory of what it means to coexist with buffalo and
share the land with other people. Next, we investigate the profound disruption of Blackfoot
relationships with buffalo that occurred through colonial settlement. This focus reveals how colonial
injustices against Blackfoot and other Indigenous Peoples undermined contemporary human-wildlife
coexistence. We specifically explore the ways in which a new economic and cultural relationship
with cattle—and its spatial consequences—has complicated Tribal livestock producer's relationships
with iinnii. We then turn attention to recent efforts to build grassroots support for bison restoration
among Blackfoot communities, investigating promising strategies to enable human-bison-livestock
coexistence. Finally, we consider broader lessons for restoring coexistence with cultural keystone
species, which we argue requires careful attention to complex histories of disconnection and change.

Wildlife reintroduction and the coexistence challenge

Reintroducing species that were historically removed from important functional (keystone)
roles can reanimate entire ecological communities, enhancing biodiversity and resilience (Fischer et
al., 2021; Jordan & Lubick, 2011). Because these species are often vital cultural keystone species,
their restoration also has transformative potential to revitalize the human communities that once
depended on them (Garibaldi & Turner, 2004). However, as reintroduced species successfully
disperse into new habitats, they often come into conflict with people, livestock, and agriculture
(Barroso & Gortazar, 2024; Konig et al., 2020). Negative encounters harm both people and wildlife
and can lower social tolerance for reintroduced species, potentially undermining wildlife recovery
(McInturff et al., 2021; Serota et al., 2023). Human-wildlife conflict mitigation efforts often
emphasize reducing interactions as the key to coexistence (Redpath et al., 2013). While partitioning
the landscape can indeed reduce conflict (Green et al., 2024), Indigenous efforts to restore cultural
keystone species often aim to bring animal relatives back into people's lives to restore familiarity and
revitalize historic food systems (Shamon ef al., 2022). Still, sharing space with returning wildlife can
be difficult even in communities with strong cultural ties to these species. In investigating why, we
respond to recent calls to situate human-wildlife conflict in its historical and political-economic
context (Fletcher & Toncheva, 2021; Margulies & Karanth, 2018; Sands, 2022).

Buffalo: From destruction to restoration

Different cultures have distinct worldviews that affect how people interact with other species
in shared landscapes (Little Bear, 2011). The story of the bison—also known as buffalo—illustrates this
clearly. Prior to European colonization, tens of millions of buffalo moved across the plains, sustaining
vast, biodiverse grasslands (Ranglack et al., 2023). For millennia, Indigenous communities across the
North American continent developed cultures and economies centered around buffalo, as sustenance
but also as a relative and teacher (Crosschild et al., 2021; Hubbard, 2016). Indigenous scholars
describe these worldviews as kincentric, emphasizing that humans are neither passive occupants nor
masters of other beings but part of our ecological communities (Martinez et al., 2023; Salmén, 2000).
Diverse Indigenous stewardship practices have shaped and sustained environments that support
multispecies flourishing, grounded in ethics of reciprocity and mutual respect (Jolly et al., 2022;
Kimmerer, 2020; Reo et al., 2017).

To early European traders, buffalo were initially a curiosity, then a commodity; their hides
quickly became the currency of exploration. As the 1800s progressed, buffalo became a symbol of
the 'uncivilized' West, considered an obstacle to the establishment of cattle ranching and settled
agriculture (Feir et al., 2024; Isenberg, 2020). Driven primarily by demand from European markets,
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unregulated commercial hide hunting intensified. Military leaders saw a strategic opportunity to quell
Tribal resistance and encouraged the slaughter, reducing the population to under a thousand by the
1880s (Mamers, 2019; Schneider, 2023). Ecosystems across North America—particularly the
grasslands—emerged from the nineteenth century fragmented and diminished in biodiversity (Whyte,
2018b). Nostalgic for a vanishing and increasingly romanticized wilderness, early preservationists
opposed the commercial slaughter of the buffalo as wasteful excess (Aune & Plumb, 2019). While
their efforts contributed to preventing extinctions, they were also tied to policies that dispossessed
Indigenous Peoples of lands and resources in the name of conservation (Eichler & Baumeister, 2021;
Spence, 1999). Critical scholars argue that both of these changes—industrial expansion and the
conservation ethic that emerged in its wake—served settler colonial ambitions and values by recreating
ecosystems to make way for new lifeways and economies (Dick et al., 2022; Fox et al., 2017; Whyte,
2018Db).

Many contemporary restoration efforts advocate returning ecosystems to precolonial baselines,
often assuming minimal human influence. Yet these assumptions stand in tension with mounting
evidence of longstanding Indigenous environmental management that has centered on human
presence and stewardship (Ellis et al., 2021; McGregor, 2021). Indigenous communities are
increasingly leading restoration efforts and working to renew kinship with cultural keystone species
(Deloria, 1992; Lamb et al., 2022; Martinez et al., 2023). Their goals extend beyond ecological
recovery to prioritize cultural and political resurgence, climate and food-system resilience, and
healing for communities experiencing the lasting trauma of colonial oppression and assimilation
(Crosschild et al., 2021; Fox et al., 2017; Haggerty et al., 2018).

Tribal initiatives like the Buffalo Treaty and the Inter Tribal Buffalo Council have been pivotal
in returning buffalo to landscapes across the Great Plains (Crosschild et al., 2021; Hubbard, 2016).
Today, however, most of North America's nearly half-million bison are managed as livestock in
relatively small, confined herds, including on Tribal lands (Ranglack et al., 2023). While these herds
support economic development, food sovereignty, and cultural revitalization (Shamon et al., 2022),
many envision buffalo once again migrating across broader landscapes as wildlife (Pejchar et al.,
2021). Opportunities to expand buffalo habitat are constrained by fragmentation and low social
acceptance, particularly in cattle-producing regions (Ranglack et al., 2023).

Support for buffalo restoration among Tribal communities is often assumed, but, as we will
show, this support is neither ubiquitous nor uncomplicated. Again, historical experiences matter. As
buffalo were eradicated, Indigenous Peoples were dispossessed of land and the foundations of their
lifeways (Daschuk, 2013). Facing starvation, profound cultural loss, and genocidal policies,
Indigenous communities found ways to pursue what Potawatomi scholar Kyle Whyte (2018b) terms
"collective continuance," including by forming relationships with new species, like cows. Cattle took
the place of buffalo as the economic backbone of many Tribal Nations during the twentieth century,
becoming an important part of many Tribal community members' ways of life (Barnard, 2020;
Iverson, 1994).

In these legacies lies the challenge: restoration initiatives often invoke precolonial baselines,
both cultural and ecological. But because settler colonialism dramatically reshaped land use and
relationships with wildlife, bringing back species like buffalo requires finding ways for them to
coexist with the people, livestock, and infrastructure that are present today. This article explores these
complexities while illustrating the strength of a community-grounded effort to rebuild coexistence.
This approach brings together reconnection with wildlife as kin (addressing a human-animal
relational challenge), relationship-building among people with different priorities and fraught
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histories (a human-human relational challenge), and attention to the very real economic and material
implications of sharing space (a practical challenge).

2. Methods

This article was coauthored by a team comprising Blackfoot and non-Blackfoot coauthors who
bring together scholarly and lived expertise in human-wildlife relations, Blackfoot worldviews,
Indigenous- and Tribal-led conservation and restoration both globally and in Blackfoot territory, land
stewardship and livestock husbandry, and environmental sciences. Madison Stevens (Maddi) and
Elizabeth Lunstrum (Libby) are non-Indigenous social scientists with expertise in political ecology
and the human dimensions of conservation and restoration. Helen Augare Carlson and Latrice Tatsey
are both members of the Blackfeet Nation. As a member of the project advisory board, Helen has
been involved in research design since the outset and is a ceremonial Elder and Knowledge Holder,
a student of the Piikani (Blackfoot) language, an educator at Blackfeet Community College, and a
caretaker of a small buffalo herd. Her family has also ranched cattle for generations. Latrice is an
environmental scientist with expertise in Blackfoot traditional knowledge and soil science, and has
raised both cattle and bison as a Tribal livestock producer. Matthew Williamson is a non-Indigenous
conservation scientist with expertise in spatial modeling and the design and implementation of
wildlife policy in the United States. This work was conducted as part of the Indigenous Led
Ecological Restoration (ILER) project, under the guidance of an advisory board comprising five
Blackfoot Elders (including Helen) and the head of an NGO supporting bison reintroduction.

Between September, 2022 and August, 2025, Maddi and Libby conducted in-depth, semi-
structured interviews and Elder dialogues with 73 participants in total across diverse groups involved
in buffalo restoration (Appendix S1). Participants included Blackfoot Elders and knowledge holders
from across the four Nations of the Blackfoot Confederacy, environmental NGO staff, educators and
community leaders, state and Tribal government officials, national parks officials, and livestock
producers. In total, 37 (51%) of the participants identified as Blackfoot.? When recruiting participants
and conducting interviews, our approach emphasized relationality and Blackfoot cultural protocols,
consistent with principles of Indigenous research methodologies (Windchief & Pedro, 2019). Our
research was approved by both the Boise State Institutional Review Board (#000-SB21-127) and the
Blackfeet Nation Institutional Review Board (#21-1). A detailed discussion of our methodology is
provided in Appendix S2.

Our interview questions broadly examined how Tribally led ecological restoration initiatives
confront the spatial and institutional legacies of colonial settlement to restore culturally and
ecologically significant species such as buffalo. Challenges related to coexisting with buffalo
emerged as a key theme across these interviews, prompting specific questions on

1. conflict with ranching (both Tribal and non-Tribal) as a barrier to restoration
2. 1implications of restoration for Tribal producers
3. strategies to support coexistence.

2 Blackfoot participants included 20 Amskapi Piikani (Blackfeet), 9 Kainai (Blood Tribe), 6 Piikani (Peigan),
and 2 Siksika community members. Note that the term Blackfeet is specifically used to describe Amskapi
Piikani people and culture, while Blackfoot refers to the broader Confederacy and culture that includes all four
Nations.

Journal of Political Ecology Vol. 33, 2026 6



Stevens et al Restoring coexistence with cultural keystone species

We coded and analyzed the interview data using NVivo 14, beginning with an open thematic
coding process and then focusing on themes that were specifically relevant (Elliott, 2018). We coded
responses related to human-bison coexistence to the themes: barriers to coexistence (e.g., competition
for grazing land, cultural and political conflict); enabling conditions for coexistence (e.g.,
compensation for damages, effective communication); and discussion of the cattle-bison interface.
Additional relevant themes included discussion of the human impacts of the loss of buffalo, Blackfoot
knowledge and worldviews, and the history of bison restoration. Throughout the project, we also
participated in many meetings and gatherings related to buffalo, which informed our interpretation of
the interview data.

Maddi led the analysis and manuscript drafting process, while all authors contributed to the
concept and outline through conversations on key themes and provided feedback on the manuscript
drafts. Helen and Latrice additionally shared their knowledge during formal interviews and reviewed
the analyses. During the manuscript preparation process, we shared with participants their quote(s) in
the context in which they appear in the article, soliciting feedback on our interpretations and asking
whether participants would prefer to be named or remain anonymous. The attribution of quotes herein
reflects those preferences. Our team has co-presented project findings within the community and
produced a public-facing multimedia project report (Stevens, Lunstrum & Pearce, 2025) that we
shared with project participants, partners, and community leaders, along with other project-related
publications (Stevens, Paul, & Lunstrum, ef al. 2025; Bruised Head, Lunstrum & Stevens, 2024).

The significance of Blackfoot-led buffalo restoration is profound, and the diverse participants
we interviewed spoke in depth about its many opportunities, challenges, and implications. In this
article, we focus on coexistence as one aspect of this larger body of findings that have emerged from
the ILER Project. We highlight the experiences of the Blackfeet Nation (Amskapi Piikani) in northern
Montana with their recent reintroduction of iinnii to the Chief Mountain area, but we also quote
perspectives across the broader Blackfoot Confederacy, as well as insights from non-Blackfoot
participants involved in restoration efforts. While our interviews also demonstrated that negative
attitudes towards bison among non-Indigenous communities have considerable bearing on restoration
outcomes, we set these aside for another article (forthcoming) to focus here on Blackfoot experiences
of relearning to live with buffalo.

3. Results & Discussion

Foundations of coexistence

We first situate the foundations of coexistence with buffalo in Blackfoot territory as shared by
Blackfoot Elders and knowledge holders who participated in interviews, along with insights
documented by Blackfoot scholars and their partners. The Blackfoot Confederacy comprises four
Nations who share a language and strong kinship ties: Siksika, Kainai, and Piikani in present-day
Alberta, Canada, and the Amskapi Piikani (Blackfeet) in what is now northern Montana. Collectively
known as Siksikaitsitapi, or Niitsiitapi, the Blackfoot People know a traditional territory that extends
at least from the Yellowstone River in the south to the North Saskatchewan River, and from the
miistakitsi (mountains) of the Rocky Mountain Front—known as the backbone of the world—east across
the plains of present-day Saskatchewan and eastern Montana. For millennia, Blackfoot families and
clans moved cyclically across this landscape in seasonal rounds. They gathered for significant
spiritual and political events during the year and followed regular annual paths, synchronized with
the availability of important medicinal and food plants and the migratory paths of the buffalo, iinnii.
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linnii has beat at the vital heart of Blackfoot material, political, and spiritual ways of being
since time immemorial (Bruised Head et al., 2024). As with other species, iinnii are considered
niksokowaawak, relatives with whom humans share a set of reciprocal obligations (Atwood et al.,
2023). In Blackfoot knowledge, iinnii will continue to offer themselves to people as food and
medicine if they are cared for in return, through spiritual offerings and respectful harvest protocols.
Many Blackfoot stories portray this kinship connection, which is continually affirmed through
ceremonies such as the annual opening and closing of the beaver bundle. Blackfoot Elders we
interviewed expressed that buffalo are known as teachers, demonstrating skills related to social and
family behavior, adversity and resilience in the face of changing climatic conditions, and knowledge
of how to move across the land safely. In turn, Blackfoot and other Indigenous peoples managed the
movement of buffalo using tools like fire and hunting to maintain balance and prevent overgrazing
(LaPier, 2017). Governed through collective forms of land management, these stewardship tools rely
on the ability of people and animals like iinnii to move freely across shared landscapes.

Philosophies of animacy, kinship, and coexistence are central to Blackfoot lifeways. In a
Blackfoot worldview, all beings with whom people interact (including iinnii), as well as geophysical
features and metaphysical entities, are seen as animate beings among whom there exists a form of
natural balance (Atwood et al., 2023). Blackfeet scholar Rosalyn LaPier (2017) describes this
relationship as a network of alliances, rooted in recognition that humans are just one actor in a
powerful web of relationships that must be navigated with respect. Because the land itself grounds
these connections, coauthors Helen and Latrice emphasize that relationships among people and with
animals and plants are fundamentally about knowing and stewarding the land.

Blackfoot relationships with other-than-human beings, including wildlife, are governed by
Treaties (Crosschild et al., 2021). Historically (and increasingly again in contemporary settings, e.g.,
the 2014 Buffalo Treaty), Blackfoot leaders managed their relationships with other humans in the
same way, navigating alliances and signing Treaties with neighboring Tribes. Typically codified
through ceremony, Treaties articulate the norms of coexistence by establishing a collective
understanding of mutual responsibilities, consequences, and the sharing of space. In the early period
of colonial presence, Blackfoot leaders interacted with incoming settlers, similarly, identifying
opportunities to align and strengthen their territorial claims while resisting hostile incursions (Hall,
2020). While this kind of diplomacy initially enabled Blackfoot and other Indigenous communities
to manage an uneasy coexistence with colonial powers, colonial policies were predicated upon
entirely different, racist philosophies that characterized both Indigenous Nationhood and buffalo as
obstacles to progress (as described above; see Mamers, 2019; Whyte, 2018b). In the next section, we
explore how this disruption of coexistence—among Peoples and between humans and buffalo—
underpins contemporary obstacles to buffalo restoration.

Disconnection from buffalo

The first and most obvious disruption to coexistence was the loss of the buffalo themselves.
The winter of 1882 marked the last successful Blackfeet buffalo hunt (Figure 1). The following year—
which became known as the starvation winter—no buffalo could be found. Reflecting on this dark time
in Blackfoot history, many Elders described the painful history of genocide they share with iinnii:

When you take into consideration the heinous, rampant massacring of these animals,
that weren't just food and home to us, they were our spirit, right? [...] Our people were
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just decimated down to these few survivors. And so were the buffalo. So there's these
[parallels], right? They provided for us, protected us, everything that we needed came
from them, and they were being annihilated just as much as we were, but they were
being annihilated because of us (Kim Paul, Amskapi Piikani).

i Time immemorial 1730 } i 2025

Figure 1: Timeline of Blackfoot coexistence with iinnii, detailing key events in the
history of the Blackfoot people and their relationship with buffalo. The timeline is
broken up into three phases based on the presence or absence of buffalo in Blackfoot
territory (foundation, disruption, restoration), with the first dotted red line marking their
extirpation and the second denoting their initial return. The illustrative scale bar at the
top of the figure (not to scale) highlights the millennia in close relationships with buffalo
that elapsed between time immemorial and the 1800s (represented by the condensed
squiggle in the main timeline), while the dotted arrow points to a hopeful future of
ongoing restoration and coexistence. Dates and events in the timeline are based on a
combination of interview responses and secondary sources (Appendix S3).
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Buffalo cultures across the Great Plains experienced this loss (Feir et al., 2024). By the 1980s, as a
Blackfeet Elder and historian described,

It had been a hundred years of there being no bison at all on most Tribal communities
in the West. There were lots of folks who never saw a bison, never interacted with a
bison [...] the Elders were survivors of cultural genocide, people who did not grow up
ever seeing a bison or having anything in their home made of bison.

In a physical sense, many Blackfoot people lived without familiarity with the animals and what it
meant to interact with them as relatives.

Without the iinnii and facing forcible settlement on reservation lands on a fraction of their
traditional territories, the seasonal rounds that had sustained Niitsitapi since time immemorial ceased
to turn. As Blackfeet educator Terry Tatsey explained, the loss of iinnii not only caused immense
suffering, it also disconnected Blackfeet people from the land:

[By 1890], a lot of the people here were starving. So they had to go to these
[government] agencies for food. [...] It started pulling our people away from their
knowledgebase of the landscape, of the animals, because they didn't have [the buffalo]
there, and they didn't have access to their homelands anymore. So the people that
would've been learning about the buffalo, learning about the grass and learning about
the water, learning about the animals, the birds—they were so busy trying to get a
breadcrumb from these [federal] agencies that they were removed from that knowledge
base.

Although the cultural memory of living with buffalo was kept alive in the stories and ceremonies
practiced quietly under the threat of assimilationist policies, for many Blackfoot individuals, buffalo
became a distant and abstract memory.

Early efforts to return buffalo coincided with a resurgence of Blackfoot culture and language
alongside the American Indian Movement of the 1960s-1980s. Some of the first Blackfoot Elders to
envision living again with buffalo were the leaders in this movement—they saw bringing buffalo
back as central to cultural revitalization. At the time, their perspectives were in the minority. As Ervin
Carlson, an linnii Initiative leader who directs the Blackfeet Nation Buffalo Program, explained,

Buffalo weren't here [so people didn't] realize how important they were to us or what
they meant to us, after them being gone for so long. My grandparents never grew up
with buffalo here. And I don't know about their grandparents, but I never ever heard
them talk buffalo. That's how long they had been gone. So to me, everything, and even
to this day, is a learning experience.

As we explore later, relearning to live with buffalo has involved people getting to know the animals
personally, as well as reconnecting with their cultural role.
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Allotment, fragmentation, and assimilation

The second major change involved the fragmentation and privatization of Blackfoot lands to
facilitate the imposition of nddpiikoaiksi (outsider, settler, white) priorities. Although Treaty lands
were initially reserved for Tribes in common, the Dawes General Allotment Act in 1897 parceled
Indian land to individual families as private lands held in federal trust by the federal government.
Much of'the allotted land ultimately fell out of Tribal hands, while the remainder became 'fractionated'
among many descendant owners (see Ruppel, 2008, for a history of allotment). Rendered into
individual landholdings, properties were fenced along plat lines? that often cut across natural
landforms, making the landscape less permeable to migratory species like buffalo and limiting
traditional access. Blackfeet educator Alicia Yellow Owl explained:

Traditionally, we didn't have fences. Traditionally, we stayed together, we harvested
and hunted together. And that was taken away, there was a new concept put in place for
us, and we had to abide by it, and we're still abiding by it. [Now] we have this big animal
that technically can't be free roaming because it's going to be havoc when they rip
through everybody's fences. That's the bottom line, [...] the landscape of their once
habitat has changed.

By dividing the landscape both institutionally—distributing decision-making among many
landowners—and physically, through private infrastructure, the colonial administration of Tribal lands
undermined Blackfoot relationships with the land as a collective place (Paul et al., 2023; Ruppel,
2008).

Buffalo, in turn, went from being considered common relatives to an economic liability. As a
Blackfeet leader and Elder explained:

The buffalo are going to bust down [people's] fences and destroy their private property.
That's the number one [concern]. The second thing is that [other] people will...somehow
have access to their property and that they'll not respect their property. And then third
is not being compensated for the damages of whatever happens, by people or buffalo
being on their property.

This quote illustrates a shift in mindset from being members of a community governing a large land
base as common territory to private property holders competing for scarce land resources. The loss
of shared existence with buffalo was thus intimately tied to the lack of respectful coexistence among
humans on the landscape that characterized federal Indian policy. And this changed how people
thought about returning buffalo.

Cattle country

Both of these changes—people's disconnection from buffalo and the changes in spatial
arrangements following allotment—were closely tied to a third, key barrier to coexistence with
buffalo: the rise of cattle-based livelihoods. While opposition to the presence of bison among settler
cattle producers in Montana is well documented, persistent concerns about buffalo restoration among
Blackfeet and other Tribal cattle producers are significant but underacknowledged. Two factors

3 Which define boundaries and sizes.
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contribute to this resistance: the centrality of cattle to the economic and cultural life of Blackfoot
people today, and the similarities between cows and buffalo that bring conflict and connection.

The cattle ranching industry contributes to most community members' livelihoods on the
Blackfeet Reservation. Around 300 producers run cattle on both private and leased lands, while much
of the reservation is leased to off-reservation cattle. Even those who do not own cattle depend
indirectly on this income and the Tribal services it supports. Reallocating lands for buffalo thus entails
a direct financial tradeoff, costing individual Tribal producers and the Tribe as a whole. As an Elder
and Blackfeet educator explained:

The Tribal Councils are [trying to] find a hard balance. A lot of the ranchers [...] don't
have the income to supplement those five months [of income from] subleasing. [...] So
we have the nddpiikoaiksi [outsiders] bringing their cattle in, we have the Indians with
their own cattle, and now we're going to try to [also] feed the snnif? [...] It's a big
financial challenge.

These challenges illustrate the underappreciated political-economic dynamics that influence
community capacity to coexist with wildlife (Fletcher & Toncheva, 2021; Margulies & Karanth,
2018).

So, what makes bison so different from other wildlife species that already roam freely in these
rangelands? Conflict between bison and cattle arises in part due to their biological similarities. They
share susceptibility to the same diseases*, can interbreed (though very uncommonly), and compete
for the same forage. "Bison want to be where we are, or more specifically, where our cows graze,"
Waterton Lakes National Park ecologist Rob Found explained, bringing them into direct conflict with
livestock. Many Blackfeet Tribal producers already struggle to make a living running cattle on leased
land, paid for based on the number of 'animal unit months (AUM)' of grazing the land can support.
Additional mouths to feed—be they bison or any other grazer—can make the difference between making
ends meet and going under. Blackfeet cattle producer Joe Kipp elaborated on these concerns:

The way I perceive [it] is, it's my ground, I need to graze it. And I don't want the state
or the Tribe's animals breaking up my fences [...] or eating feed that's meant for my
cows. [...] The bison are not the problem; it's the management. What makes a good
neighbor? He's out there helping, working on the fence. They say bull-tight fences make
the best neighbors. If [your neighbor] isn't looking out and seeing your cow on his food
and vice versa, you get along real well. If there's an issue, you sleep out there, separating
your animals and working on the fence. [ mean, my gosh, that's just the Western way of
life.

This suggests that Blackfoot cattle producers' fears of free-roaming bison extend beyond
damaged infrastructure and economic losses. Piikani Elder William Big Bull described,

4 Although bison in Blackfoot country are certified to be free of brucellosis, a disease that affects reproduction
in cattle and has caused significant controversy for the Yellowstone bison herd, fears of disease transmission
remain present.
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A lot of those areas that the buffalo used traditionally are now dominated by cattle, and
sheep, and horses. So all of a sudden you're infringing on another culture [...] you're
cornering an existing identity of somebody who puts on a big hat and calls himself a
cowboy [...] and that's how he wants to live the rest of his life. [...] It's the same thing with
our people, we're all hard, roughneck cowboys too.

Unlike farming, promoted in the late 1800s and early 1900s by federal Indian policy (in both the U.S.
and Canada), participants described that Blackfoot people readily adopted and excelled at cattle
ranching as a livelihood that retained some connections with traditional lifeways.

The parallels between cattle and bison are thus cultural, as well as ecological. For many
Blackfoot families, cattle ranching sustained a relationship with the land and place-based knowledge
while buffalo were gone. Because they share similar anatomy, cows helped keep the material and
cultural knowledge of buffalo alive through practices such as substituting cow tongues for buffalo
tongues in ceremonies. As such, cattle ranching offered both food security and a form of cultural
continuance (Whyte, 2018a) in the face of change. Cultural educator and buffalo harvester Termaine
Edmo explained her connection to both animals:

I learned [how to culturally harvest] off the cow. Growing up in our Piikani way of life,
[...] that is how I acquired my knowledge [of 7innii], [...] Now my family is in their seventh
generation of ranching, so ranching has always been a part of our lives. (II5)

By fulfilling this role, cows, dadpotskina, became a relation for many Blackfoot families with
proud, multigenerational roots in agriculture. While many participants were careful to note that cows
did not—and could not—replace iinnii's deep cultural significance and ecological role, most also
rejected the notion that restoring buffalo requires displacing cattle ranching. As another Blackfeet
community member explained: "Being a Tribal producer is one of the few livelihoods here where
people can actually make a living on the land. With bison, that's not yet the case." As such, for some
Tribal producers, the prospect of returning free-roaming buffalo to the landscape threatens the way
of life—and the animal relative—that has kept them connected to their land and culture.

Tying together these intersecting forms of disruption, we reproduce the following passage from
the same participant to illustrate the tensions between Blackfoot Community aspirations for free-
roaming buffalo and the challenges of living alongside them in a modern world:

How do we collectively create the enabling conditions [for buffalo] not only socially,
but institutionally and economically? How do we legally set up the structures that
decide that that area is a place for not only bison, but for all these other our values as
well? That's going to be the enabling condition for actually having bison be sustainable
in this place.

I'm empathetic to the sentiment that there are not very clear ties and links between [the]
restoration of bison and how this is going to benefit community members economically.
A lot of our community members do depend economically on cattle. Obviously
[connections to] cultural practices, language, and ceremony are incredibly important.
But so many people in our community have been so disconnected from the culture and
practice that they haven't yet felt the immediate benefits of buffalo reintroduction
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directly, especially if they haven't seen or interacted with 7innii out on the land. And
that's a hard truth. If livelihoods are impacted to where their opportunities for grazing
are more limited, perhaps even some family's historic range units are impacted because
of expanded Tribal [buffalo] herds, and the increase in buffalo doesn't seem to equate
to a direct economic benefit to them or the Nation, that might be politically
unsustainable or unpopular. [...]

A lot of people don't want to talk about the conflicted nature of these systems because
there's a lot of emotion involved. Because it requires us to acknowledge and be truthful
about how disconnected culturally many in our community are from bison in our daily
lives. There's a majority of our community that is not intimately connected to buffalo at
all and that's not their individual fault, it's a result of colonization. I grew up here, spent
my whole life here, and never got closer than half mile to a buffalo in my experience
growing up here. There's [still] a lot of people that grew up here and never saw buffalo
in person in their whole life. So for many Blackfeet people today, buffalo have not been
a close connection, a living being that they had an ability to relate to. It's profound that
this is beginning to change.

But that influences how the community responds and reacts, even how, for lack of a
better word, the 'cheerleaders' around buffalo interact with those people who are not
cheerleaders yet because it's complex. The history, the economic realities, and the
diversity of lived experiences here creates tension... and that tension is going to take
time to navigate.

Reestablishing coexistence with buffalo thus requires grappling with the difficult legacy of people's
disconnection from buffalo, as well as managing for coexistence with cattle. Next, we highlight
strategies that Blackfoot leaders are applying to address these challenges, showing laudable creativity,
tenacity, and sensitivity to the realities of living with buffalo.

Restoring coexistence. building new models informed by Blackfoot ways

Interview participants described promising coexistence strategies informed by Blackfoot
cultural norms. These involved:

1. fostering more positive attitudes by reconnecting Blackfoot communities—
particularly youth—with iinnii as kin,

2. developing practical tools to help Tribal cattle producers adapt to the presence of
buffalo and mitigate the damage they can cause, and

3. balancing diverse priorities for the landscape (Table 1). Much of this involves
learning as restoration efforts unfold.
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Coexistence strategies

Restoring coexistence with cultural keystone species

Tools and mechanisms

Reconnecting with buffalo as
kin

Youth educational programs (e.g., students
participating in traditional iinnii harvests)

Community dialogues and outreach

Gatherings (e.g., linnii Days)

Seasonal buffalo drive (moving iinnii herds between pastures)

Managing the cattle-bison
interface

Fencing conflict areas

Lease swapping

Safe passage leases

Cultural burning and harvest to manage migration

Compensation for lost grazing

Indigenous Guardians programs

Testing and managing for disease transmission

Balancing diverse priorities

Broader community livelihood and wellbeing planning

Relationship building between wildlife managers and
producers, open communication

Dispute resolution mechanisms

Building relationships with non-Indigenous neighbors and
partners

Fostering land-based and buffalo-based livelihoods/economic
opportunities

Table 1: Strategies and associated tools for living with buffalo in Blackfoot country
(described by interview participants)

Reconnecting with buffalo

Since the early reintroductions of the 1970s to the 1980s, changing attitudes towards restoring
iinnii in Blackfoot territory reflect a slow but steady reconnection with buffalo. Terry Tatsey, a
Blackfeet producer who was involved in these efforts, observed that this began with youth:
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Eventually the public schools started bringing kids down [to see the buffalo]. [For the
students, ] just getting to see them and appreciate them and understand them was a good
eye-opener [to bring] that acceptance back. Instead of hearing about them on news as
these nuisance animals, [...] for especially our young Blackfeet Indian children to see,
"Oh, that's why we're here, because of that animal." The education [about] those
connections and those relationships and those responsibilities from 40 years ago to
today have really changed.

Bringing buffalo into the present day has allowed young people to form a direct relationship with
them, cultivating pride in this connection to iinnii as a relative. Blackfeet Elder Lori Tatsey explained
the importance of these learning opportunities:

When we went to school, we learned how they were slaughtered, but that's all we learned
about: how they were taken away. So [we didn't learn about] the goodness of what they
are. [...] Now we're finding ways to bring it back in a good way to present to the [youth].
Little ones, when you present goodness to them, they retain that goodness and they share
it later.

Blackfeet students involved in our project echoed this renewed sense of connection, suggesting a
deeply hopeful shift from thinking of iinnii as a symbol of loss, to a story of resurgence, pride, and
belonging.

Broader outreach efforts within Indigenous communities—including by the linnii Initiative,
the 2014 Buffalo Treaty, and the Inter Tribal Buffalo Council, as well as individual Tribal members
who raise buffalo—have played a significant role in raising what Blackfoot scholar and Buffalo
Treaty founder Leroy Little Bear terms, "Buffalo Consciousness" (Crosschild et al., 2021) in
Blackfoot country and beyond. Starting in 2009, the linnii Initiative brought the community into
dialogues across the four Nations of the Blackfoot Confederacy, elevating the voices of Elders who
carry buffalo stories and asking what role buffalo could play in today's society. Despite the colonial
disruption of relationships with buffalo, these dialogues showed that many Blackfoot individuals
retained a cultural connection to iinnii. By making space to voice these connections, the dialogues
had a profound impact on how communities across the Confederacy saw buffalo, laying the
groundwork for increasing social acceptance. Paulette Fox, a Kainai Elder, scholar, and
environmental practitioner who has played a central role in the linnii Initiative, explained:

That's what we're trying to do, create that safe space so that if buffalo are there, the first
thing people do is not take out their shotgun. Maybe it's to put a smudge, put a coal, and
sweetgrass, and pray. Maybe that's what they'll do instead.

While the linnii Initiative has focused on restoring a free-roaming herd, the Blackfeet Buffalo
Program also manages another herd primarily for economic development and food sovereignty (the
'commercial' herd). This herd generates revenue for the program and supports people's reconnection
with iinnii by providing opportunities to eat local buffalo meat and to get directly involved in
management, for instance, by helping move the herd between summer and winter pastures. These
opportunities, along with gatherings like the annual 'finnii Days,' have helped foster collective pride
in bringing back buffalo culture and normalize their presence. In doing so, they are reestablishing
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relations of kinship that are key to people's interest and willingness to share the landscape with buffalo
again.

Addressing fragmentation and mitigating conflict

Restoration actors have a substantial toolkit to address the practical economic and
infrastructure challenges that free-roaming buffalo pose for Tribal cattle producers, either by
separating buffalo and cattle or facilitating shared use of space. The most straightforward—and widely
used—conflict mitigation tool is fencing off conflict areas. Other strategies to separate buffalo from
livestock include lease swapping, in which lessees trade range units contiguous with habitat set aside
for buffalo for similar parcels elsewhere on the reservation. The Tribe implemented this strategy to
reallocate seven range units for wildlife near Chief Mountain, enabling the 2023 release. They are
careful not to displace people involuntarily, as linnii Initiative leader Ervin Carlson explained,

I've made a commitment, being a rancher myself, that we would never intentionally take
a range unit from a rancher, and we still won't. [At Chief Mountain], we didn't take a
range unit away from anybody; it was a voluntary trade. If somebody has a range unit
for their [cattle], that's their livelihood. I'm not going to take that away from them.

Where Tribal producers do not want to leave, another approach involves reducing the financial costs
of sharing rangelands:

I'm not willing to trade for some lease way east of me when our family has worked for
four to five generations just to build a home here. I don't have a problem with buffalo
coming here. But we just want to make sure that if our AUMs are going down because
the buffalo are grazing, [there's some compensation]. If you have [...] buffalo eating all
the grass you're paying for, then you're going out of business. (Terry Tatsey)

While still uncommon, bison and cattle have been shown to share rangelands successfully (for
example, in Utah's Henry Mountains herd, see Bates & Hersey, 2016). Some Blackfeet producers are
open to the idea of shared range if adequate support is provided to mitigate infrastructure damage and
the loss of grazing opportunities. Coexistence strategies actively being discussed include 'safe
passage leases': agreements with landowners that allow buffalo to pass seasonally through private or
leased lands and compensate landowners in advance for lost grazing opportunities.

Identifying conflict-reduction strategies may also create opportunities to revitalize Indigenous
knowledges (see, e.g., Selemani, 2020). Several creative coexistence approaches proposed by
Blackfoot restoration leaders draw on Blackfoot knowledge to manage buffalo movement, mimic
traditional seasonal rounds, and work with the animals' migratory instincts. For example, cultural
burning has been used for millennia to encourage buffalo to graze in certain areas, while hunting
pressure could discourage them from frequenting less desirable areas (like campgrounds) (Stevens et
al., 2025). Ecologist Brent Brock suggested that these tools might be used synergistically to reduce
conflict:
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Bison follow fire. So if we're talking about conflict prevention, that's a really valuable
tool. [...] Why don't we use [cultural burning] to bribe them into areas we want them to
go and away from areas we don't want them to go? Traditionally, that's how bison were
moved across the landscape, with fire, and [by] driving them with hunting. I think those
are our two biggest tools.

Shaping wildlife behavior using adaptive hunting pressure has been proposed in other contexts,
including with bison in Europe, as a useful management strategy for coexisting with large ungulates
(Cromsigt et al., 2013).

In addition to mitigating conflict, the 'managed migration' strategies could support land-based
livelihoods for Tribal members, providing fulfilling employment while enabling the transmission of
cultural knowledge, for instance, through Indigenous Guardians programs. The Blackfeet Nation's
Shield Keepers program—which currently employs four young Blackfeet men full-time—is new and
still finding its feet, but is inspired by efforts elsewhere that show promise for preventing conflict and
educating the broader community while asserting Indigenous governance (Artelle er al., 2021).
Perhaps even more significantly, implementing cultural management strategies would require
collaboration among a diverse coalition of people, including private landowners, wildlife managers,
and national parks officials. The coexistence challenge thus offers an ideal opportunity to adopt more
collective land management arrangements, potentially reducing reliance on fencing and rekindling
communal governance practices.

Balancing diverse priorities and building relationships

These coexistence strategies all rely on positive, trusting relationships between the people
responsible for reintroducing and managing buffalo (whether the Tribe, national parks officials, or
NGOs) and livestock producers. Providing adequate support for producers adapting to sharing space
with buffalo is crucial to developing trust; this includes compensating for losses, repairing damaged
infrastructure, keeping lines of communication open between producers and managers, and
establishing fair processes for hearing grievances. While dialogues have increased social acceptance
for bison in Blackfoot communities, several Tribal producers who are open-minded to buffalo suggest
that work still needs to be done to accommodate producer's needs and perspectives:

The wild bison project could work. But [the Tribe] ought to sit those producers down
and say, "Listen, we have a dream. We have a plan. And we ask you to be open-
minded. "[...] The Tribe is the largest landholder on the reservation. It's time for them
not to be bullies with their dreams and work with the little guy who's also a Tribal
member, and make it work. A lot of [ranchers] want to see the animal back on the
landscape, but they want to have some type of working relationship with Blackfeet Fish
and Wildlife or the Tribe for damages. And a lot of times it's not about the monetary
compensation. It's more like, "If the buffalo come through my fence, could you please
send somebody out to repair it?"[...] [It's important to] bring producers and landowners
in and let them talk real, let them share their concerns, and find a way to meet them in
the middle. If they don't allow [people] to voice those concerns, they're always going to
have this dissension. [...] That relationship building with property owners and
communities has to be a big part of what these programs [do, and] they need to do more
of that. I [am a producer] yet I support the 7inniz. But if you don't do your due diligence
with your neighbors, then that's always going to be the challenge. (Terry Tatsey)
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Despite community outreach efforts, many Tribal producers still feel left out of the conversation. As
Tatsey warned, these fears and resentments can quickly turn neighbors into 'enemies', and such
attitudes are difficult to undo.

Coexistence thus requires balancing diverse Tribal perspectives and priorities on the landscape,
another relational challenge. It can be easy to villainize the cattle industry as an obstacle to iinnii and
an outcome of colonial policies of assimilation. Yet this characterization relies on an oversimplified
narrative that conflates Native/buffalo with settler/cattle, and, in doing so, denies Blackfoot agency
and ingenuity in adapting ranching lifestyles to their knowledge and stewardship. Despite the realities
of conflict and tradeoffs, many Blackfoot participants pushed back against viewing bison and cattle
as a zero-sum game. Coauthor Latrice Tatsey argues that the conversation should not be framed as a
competition between buffalo as kin versus cattle as an interloper and competitor (or vice versa), but
about honoring responsibilities to the land by maintaining good relationships with both:

I didn't grow up with buffalo out on my family ranch. But [it's different for] today's
generation, [...] it's going to be a part of my kid's childhood seeing buffalo out there,
whereas I had pet cows. Now they have this relationship with the buffalo, and they still
maintain their relationship with cattle because both are culturally important in our lives
now. [...] [Cows] became an integral part of the culture and today still are in our
community. So is the 7innii, and it's coming back. A lot of the ranchers appreciate the
animals coming back, but they also see the challenges of losing some land base for their
animals [...] It brings up some hard feelings, but in the end, you have to understand that
both [animals] have an important ecological role. [...] [Both can be] a benefit to the land.
[...] For me, it's about finding that balance and hearing both concerns [...] and trying to
find a plan that works for both.

Latrice suggests that thinking in terms of relationships rather than resources can help nurture healthy
ecological conditions and cultural vitality on Blackfeet lands. In a modern context, this means valuing
the role that cattle now play in Tribal communities' livelihoods and culture, while developing viable
economic pathways that maintain land stewardship and enable people to benefit from buffalo.

Many participants emphasized that personal experience and interactions importantly affect how
people view wildlife. Just as negative experiences with early reintroductions prompted resistance, the
recent restoration of a free-roaming herd, if handled well, could foster positive interactions that
increase support for buffalo. As other scholars have emphasized (Carter & Linnell, 2016; Redpath et
al., 2013), these perceptions are as much about the people advocating for and managing buffalo as
the buffalo themselves. Fostering goodwill—and positive interactions—among Tribal producers and
wildlife managers and advocates (whether from outside or within the Tribe) may thus enable the
restoration effort to weather inevitable setbacks and conflicts to promote durable coexistence.

Building on lessons learned

In Blackfoot territory, people are now actively relearning to live with wild buffalo. Following
the June 2023 release of buffalo, Blackfeet Fish and Wildlife managers worked constructively with
producers to reduce conflict. They maintained open communication with the national park and
neighboring landowners and acted responsively to concerns, including by moving the animals back
to the fenced enclosure when they kept trying to migrate out of the mountains onto private property.
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Despite these challenges and surprises, the sky did not fall. On the contrary, linnii Initiative leader
Ervin Carlson described a positive reception: "They got onto some [private properties], but there was
no big uproar over it. [The landowners] actually helped us get the animals in. They weren't really up
in arms; they were good about it." Simply demonstrating that wild buffalo could roam while wildlife
managers proactively addressed conflicts was a win. The next release will include adjustments to
fencing, monitoring, and management that account for how both buffalo and people responded to the
first attempt. Drawing on Blackfoot philosophies of buffalo as teachers, several participants suggested
that coexistence will require humility and a willingness to learn from the buffalo themselves, as they
also navigate becoming wildlife and relatives again. Coexistence scholars have referred to this as "co-
adaptation" (Carter & Linnell, 2016).

So, what lessons does this offer for restoring human-wildlife coexistence more broadly?
Coauthor Carson argues that Blackfoot buffalo restoration actors can invoke traditional norms of
coexistence and collective land governance to help overcome social resistance. In modeling these
principles, she sees opportunities to show others that coexistence is not only feasible, but represents
a positive vision for our shared future:

We're not homesteaders: we can figure out ways to not be in competition between cattle
and bison or to fence off the land the way [they have]. [...] There's an opportunity for us
to build those models together and go back to that community of harvesting and raising
our own food and taking care of the land at the same time. And how do we work with
our neighbors outside of the reservation boundaries to help them see, [that] these are the
possibilities? [...] How does this extend to managing public lands? How do we share
these spaces not only with each other but also with reintroduced buffalo?

With its strong foundations in dialogue and partnership, the linnii Initiative offers an ideal opportunity
to try out innovative strategies for human-buffalo coexistence. As ecologist and restoration advocate
Brent Brock explained,

If there's any place we can do it, it's here. It's not that there aren't issues with conflict,
[...] but people are a lot more open-minded to it in general than when you get outside of
the Blackfeet Nation or other Indigenous lands. So it's the perfect place to try and really
go big and swing for the fences and see if we can figure this out. And I think if we can
do that, we will have developed the tools that can then be transferred to other areas to
open more possibilities for buffalo.

While this article centers Blackfoot perspectives, the challenges of living with buffalo
fundamentally concern Blackfoot relationships with their non-Indigenous neighbors. Outside of
reservation and reserve lands, social acceptance of buffalo among livestock producers is exceptionally
low (especially in Montana) and presents an entrenched political obstacle even to Tribal-led
restoration. Several participants suggested that part of the resistance to buffalo relates to persistent
racism and intolerance of Native presence and priorities, including but not limited to buffalo. As
coauthor and Elder Helen Augare Carlson argues, buffalo will not be back until the presence of
Blackfoot and other Indigenous Peoples is also accepted on the landscape:
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If [Indigenous people] show up and have a presence where they don't feel like we should,
then we're closed out. And that still happens today. So we're walking the same path [as
the buffalo]. Indigenous people across the world have had to adapt and welcome in others
and learn. It hasn't been a success story, but we've learned to adapt and allow space for
others. [...] It's still a dominance thing and a power struggle. Because the earth only has
so much land. [...] There's just no room for racism anymore. That's the bottom line.

As such, "coexistence is about learning to live together as people" (Carlson), as well as with wildlife,
navigating the contemporary consequences of fraught histories of intolerance.

This case offers a few key lessons. Firstly, to scholars and practitioners of ecological
restoration—in this case, the 'bison cheerleaders'—our argument is straightforward: long-term success
in reintroducing species requires careful attention to how their return will affect people and how
communities will receive their presence, recognizing that every human community includes diverse
perspectives that must be balanced with care. While we are far from alone in identifying this concern
(see, e.g., Osborne et al., 2021), we see opportunities to learn from the robust evidence on practical
conflict mitigation strategies found in human-wildlife coexistence literature. However, the ahistorical
and often apolitical nature of much coexistence research and practice limits its ability to address root
sources of conflict and revitalize historical norms of coexistence in contemporary life (Sands, 2022).
The rich critical Indigenous literature on settler colonialism and the environment offers meaningful
insights into the persistent consequences of historical processes. Here, though, we see opportunities
for more nuanced engagement with the complex and plural experiences of contemporary Indigenous
identities and relationships with land and wildlife. Principles of kinship and mutual flourishing
(Kimmerer, 2020)—core to the Blackfoot and many other Indigenous worldviews—urge good
relationships with all species, including those (like cattle) that are entangled in settler-colonial
processes and projects yet also hold new cultural meaning. Taking these new expressions of kinship
seriously requires us to reject reductionist characterizations of Indigenous lives and cultures, enabling
a more dynamic understanding of Indigenous agency and environmental governance.

4. Conclusions

Restoring people's ability to coexist with species that have been absent presents one of the most
vexing challenges for ecosystem restoration. As we see in the case of Blackfoot-led buffalo
restoration, without direct experience living with animals like buffalo, contemporary ways of life
often struggle to accommodate their return, and practical challenges can surface deeper tensions
among people that complicate future restoration. Importantly, these challenges are present but often
underacknowledged in Indigenous communities where ambitious Indigenous and Tribal-led
restoration efforts like the linnii Initiative are underway. Revitalizing connections with wildlife
disrupted by colonial dispossession can bring profound healing (Bruised Head et al., 2024; Haggerty
et al., 2018). Yet the assumption that all community members want to coexist with wildlife can leave
some feeling like their economic concerns and contemporary ways of life are not respected or
'authentic', creating a sense of alienation, resentment, and even shame that can harm community
cohesion and wellbeing and contribute to ongoing conflict with wildlife. Addressing these complex
concerns requires attention to the relational dimensions of coexistence-—restoring kinship with
buffalo and building good relationships among people with diverse priorities—and the practical
challenges related to conflict, from economics and infrastructure to effective communication.

In summary, Indigenous- and Tribal-led restoration initiatives are playing a leading role in
restoring cultural keystone species such as buffalo. In doing so, they may offer a window of
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opportunity to demonstrate successful coexistence that is not yet open elsewhere, especially for
politically contentious species like buffalo in Montana. However, realizing these opportunities will
require:

1. Engaging sensitively with the complex and often painful histories and political-
economic arrangements that underpin contemporary human-wildlife conflicts.

2. Listening to diverse perspectives within Tribal communities.

3. Creatively overcoming practical obstacles and economic tradeoffs, including by
drawing on traditional environmental management practices.

4. Fostering opportunities for people to learn from and get to know their animal relatives.

We have shown that Blackfoot philosophies (among other Indigenous and land-based
worldviews) can meaningfully inform human-wildlife coexistence literature and practice by
emphasizing relationality, reciprocity, and respect for the diverse priorities and needs of humans and
other-than-humans as animate beings with the right to share space and coexist. Beyond enabling
restoration of individual species, these insights have the potential to rebuild a stewardship relationship
with the land and foster more respectful relations among humans, both essential facets of a Blackfoot
paradigm of coexistence.
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Appendix S1: Participant Details

Table S1: Participant Roles and Blackfoot Identities

Role* Blackfoot Identity Total
Blackfoot** Non-Blackfoot***
22
Elders (AP=11; K=6; 0 22
P=4; S=1)
Environmental NGO staff 10 (AP=6; K=1) |12 (I=1) 22
. 14 (AP=7; K=3;
Educators (cultural & academic) P=4: S=1) 2 16
National parks staff 2 (K=1; P=1) 13 (I=1) 15
Livestock producers**** éZZ {)Ang; k=2 1 13
Tribal government or Blackfoot 8 (AP=5; P=2; 0 3
Confederacy employees/representatives S=1)
Other government 2 (AP=2) 3 10

employees/representatives

*Note: roles were non-exclusive as most participants wore multiple 'hats’, so the total count is
higher than the number of participants

** A=Amskapi Piikani; K = Kainai; P = Piikani; S = Siksika

***] = Other Indigenous

****Note that many other participants, while not active livestock producers, have family
histories of ranching and grew up in agricultural households.
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Appendix S2: Extended Methods

This article was co-authored by a team comprising Blackfoot and non-Blackfoot co-authors
who bring together scholarly and lived expertise in human-wildlife relations, Blackfoot worldviews,
Indigenous- and Tribal-led conservation and restoration both globally and in Blackfoot territory,
land stewardship and livestock husbandry, and environmental sciences. Madison (Maddi) Stevens
and Elizabeth (Libby) Lunstrum are non-Indigenous social scientists with expertise in political
ecology and the human dimensions of conservation and restoration, based at universities in
Montana and Idaho, respectively. Helen Augare Carlson and Latrice Tatsey are both members of
the Blackfeet Nation. Helen is a member of the project advisory board who has been involved in
research design since the outset, and is also a ceremonial Elder and Knowledge Holder, student of
the Piikani (Blackfoot) language, educator at Blackfeet Community College, and caretaker of a
small buffalo herd. Her family has also ranched cattle for generations. Latrice is an environmental
scientist with expertise in Blackfoot traditional knowledge and soil science, and has raised both
cattle and bison as a Tribal livestock producer. Matthew Williamson is a non-Indigenous
conservation scientist with expertise in spatial modeling and the design and implementation of
wildlife policy in the United States. Our project was guided by an advisory board comprising five
Blackfoot Elders (including Helen) and the head of an NGO supporting bison reintroduction.

Between September, 2022 and August, 2025, Maddi and Libby — sometimes accompanied by
student researchers — conducted in depth, semi-structured interviews and Elder dialogues with 73
participants in total across diverse groups involved in buffalo restoration (Table S1). Participants
included Blackfoot Elders and knowledge holders from across the four Nations of the Blackfoot
Confederacy, environmental NGO staff, educators and community leaders, state and Tribal
government officials, national parks officials, and livestock producers. In total, 37 (51%) of the
participants identified as Blackfoot, and 2 belonged to other Indigenous Nations, while the
remainder were non-Indigenous. Blackfoot participants included 20 Amskapi Piikani (Blackfeet), 9
Kainai (Blood Tribe), 6 Piikani (Peigan), and 2 Siksika community members. 33 participants were
women, 40 men. Participants were recruited through a relational process common of Indigenous
research methods (Windchief & Pedro, 2019), in which we were introduced to prospective
participants through existing relationships. For prospective participants in more formal or
government roles, we sometimes reached out directly via email to request interviews, providing
detail on the project and interview process. Our research was approved by both the Boise State
Institutional Review Board (#000-SB21-127) and the Blackfeet Nation Institutional Review Board
(#21-1).

To allow participants to share their perspectives openly, we held individual or small group
interviews (1-3 participants), in person and virtually. For Elders and others for whom interviews fell
outside their normal scope of professional activities, we offered honoraria to support participation in
the research. We also followed Blackfoot-specific protocols for knowledge sharing when engaging
in Elder dialogues, for example by presenting tobacco prior to beginning conversations (Atwood et
al., 2023). All interview participants offered their verbal and/or written free, prior, and informed
consent to participate in the research. We took a conversational approach to the consent process,
emphasizing that: 1) we understood consent to be an ongoing process, so participants could contact
us at any time prior to publication to revise or rescind anything originally recorded, and 2) all of the
data gathered belongs to individual participants and (as relevant) their Nation (on the significance of
data sovereignty, see, i.a., Carroll et al., 2021; Marley, 2019; Tynan, 2024). The interviews lasted
anywhere from thirty minutes to nearly three hours. With participant permission, most interviews
were audio-recorded and these recordings were used to produce written transcripts. We offered to
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share both files directly with participants, and otherwise treated these as confidential material
shared only within the project team as specified by the IRB protocols.

Our interview questions broadly examined how Tribally-led ecological restoration initiatives
confront the spatial and institutional legacies of colonial settlement to restore culturally and
ecologically significant species like buffalo. The interviews were semi-structured to allow for the
emergence of novel themes and follow the interests of participants (Adams, 2010; Schensul et al.,
1999; Williams & Moser, 2019). This conversational approach — common in Indigenous research
methodologies — also allows space for storytelling, two-way dialogue, and the inclusion of broader
ideas that may not appear at first to directly relate to the interview topic, providing vital cultural and
epistemological context (Kovach, 2017; Smith, 2021; Windchief & Pedro, 2019). While we did
touch on certain themes across all interviews, the conversations varied considerably in their area of
focus, providing a breadth of perspectives on the significance and issues surrounding buffalo
restoration. We took care to let participants know that they were welcome not to answer questions
that they preferred not to answer, or to keep certain information 'off the record' if they felt it
provided important context but they would prefer it not be shared. Such sensitive information was
kept out of the interview transcripts entirely.

Challenges related to coexisting with buffalo emerged as a key theme across our interviews,
prompting specific questions on 1) conflict with ranching (both Tribal and non-Tribal) as a barrier
to restoration; 2) implications of restoration for Tribal producers; and 3) strategies to support
coexistence. We coded and analyzed the interview data using NVivo 14, beginning with an open
thematic coding process and then focusing on specifically relevant themes. We coded responses
related to human-bison coexistence to the codes: barriers to coexistence (e.g., competition for
grazing land, cultural and political conflict); enabling conditions for coexistence (e.g.,
compensation for damages, effective communication),; and discussion of the cattle-bison interface.
Additional relevant themes included discussion of the human impacts of the loss of buffalo,
Blackfoot knowledge & worldviews, and the history of bison restoration.

Throughout the project (and ongoing), co-authors Stevens and Lunstrum (along with
students) also participated in many different meetings and gatherings related to buffalo, which
heavily informed our questions and analyses of the interview data. This 'participant observation'
(Kawulich, 2005; Shah, 2017) included formal organized events such as the annual Tinnii Days'
celebration, meetings with national parks officials convened by linnii Initiative organizers, the
Kainai Ecosystem Protection Association's (KEPA) annual summits, and Yellowstone's Inter
Agency Bison Management (IBMP) meetings, among many others. We also attended cultural
gatherings, including events at Blackfeet Community College and Blackfoot ceremonies led by
members of the advisory board. Co-authors Helen Augare Carlson and Latrice Tatsey — as well as
other project partners and collaborators — were often present at these meetings as well. Participating
in these spaces provided important opportunities to build relationships and learn through direct
experience, and was a core aspect of our collaborative research approach. Indeed, our project
advisors strongly emphasized that participating in this kind of community-based and land-based
learning is essential for decolonizing research relations and developing shared understanding. This
is also widely reflected in the literature on Indigenous research methodologies (see, i.a., Barlo et al.,
2021; Datta, 2018, 2019; Fournier et al., 2023; Hazlewood et al., 2023; Ljubicic et al., 2022; Ugarte
et al., 2021; Windchief & Pedro, 2019).

Maddi led the analysis and manuscript drafting process, while all authors contributed to the
concept and outline through conversations on key themes and provided feedback on manuscript
drafts, including through the peer-review process. Helen and Latrice additionally shared their
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knowledge in formal interviews and reviewed the analyses. Project advisors emphasized the
importance of co-authoring research outputs to ensure representation of community voices in how
our results were disseminated. Our team worked hard to try to balance genuine collaboration in the
writing process with the busy schedules of co-authors, given the many important demands on their
time. Community co-authors were offered a stipend to support their participation in the co-
production of this article. We plan to reflect on our experiences with co-authorship in a forthcoming
article. During the manuscript preparation process, we also reached out to participants to share their
quote(s) in the context in which they were presented in the article, and solicited their feedback on
the accuracy of our interpretation as well as how their expertise was described. Some participants
chose to edit their quotes at that time to reflect their meaning more clearly. We also asked
participants how they would prefer to see their words and ideas attributed in the final manuscript, so
the mixture of anonymous and attributed quotes within this article reflects those preferences.

Sharing back results is an important part of community-engaged research, in both Indigenous
and non-Indigenous contexts (Brinkley-Rubinstein et al., 2016; Dirks, 2021; Dobbs et al., 2016;
Held, 2019; Menzies, 2004). In addition to sharing results with individual participants, our research
team and advisors have co-presented our project findings to community members on multiple
occasions, including at the Blackfoot International Research Conference in June, 2024 and June,
2025. We also produced a public-facing multimedia project report that we shared with project
participants, partners, and community leaders, along with a website and other project publications.
We continue to meet regularly with colleagues and partners to share results more informally,
enabling us to inform active ongoing restoration efforts. Several of the authors on this article have
also co-presented our results at academic conferences with national and international audiences,
including the Society for Ecological Restoration's North America Conference in October, 2024.
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Appendix S3: Timeline sources
Table S3 provides sources for information contained in the timeline depicted in Figure 1.

Some pieces of information were shared by many interview participants, so are not identified with

specific participants' identities or codes.

Table S3: Timeline Sources

Date Event Source(s)
Interviews with Elders Mike
Time Beaver bundle gifted to Blackfoot People at Bruised Head (Ninna Piiksii),
immemorial | Paahtoomahksikimi Treffrey Deerfoot, and
William Big Bull
Time
immemorial | Blackfoot hunt iinnii in seasonal rounds Interview participants (many)
— 1880s
12,400 y. BP glf;fﬁﬁ gz‘glflall(;’ stone) buried with ancient Interview participant (EA1)
5,800 y. BP — | Blackfoot used Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump
1850 CE to harvest buffalo UNESCO
~1730 Blackfoot first encounter horses Hall, 2020; MT OPI, 2017
1754 First recorded Blackfoot-settler contact Hall, 2020
~1800 30 million bison roam North America Isenberg, 2000
1818 U.S.-Canada border established

1840s-1880s

Commercial hide hunting escalates and moves
West

Isenberg, 2000

Last buffalo jump takes place at Kainai Nation,

1842 Women's Buffalo Jump Paisley, 2009

1855 Lame Bull Treaty establishes common hunting | Interview participants; Hall,
grounds & early reservation boundaries 2020

1862 Homestead Act opens lands in the West for Hall, 2020
settlement

1873 Blackfeet Reservation established Hall; Paisley, 2009

1874 Executive order shrinks Blackfeet Reservation MT OPI

1879 Buffalo disappear from Kainai lands Paisley, 2009

1882 Successful winter buffalo hunt by Blackfeet Hall, 2020; Reeves &
hunters Peacock, 2001

1883-1884 Buffalo disappear, 690 Blackfeet people perish El,:ezlrj]}liexgzr{"l;?aMn? (OEPI?,I’
during Starvation Winter 2017

1884 Last successful buffalo hunt in Cypress Hills Paisley, 2009

1885 Blackfeet Reservation diminished again MT OPI, 2017

18905-1950s | Assimilation era of U.S. federal Indian policy | [erview participants (EAS

and Terry Tatsey)
1897 Dawes General Allotment Act Ruppel, 2008
1900 ~25% of Blackfeet families own cattle Holmes & Dailey, 2008
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Blackfeet Reservation boundary fenced

1880s

1904-1909 Holmes & Dailey, 2008
(unsuccessfully) from trespass cattle
1907-1908 First 2,656 allotments in Blackfeet Reservation | MT OPI, 2017
1911 156,000 acres of 'surplus' lands released for sale | MT OPI, 2017
1917 4,300 cattle on Blackfeet Reservation Reeves & Peacock, 2001
1919 Harsh Wlnter decimates Blackfeet cattle herds, Paisley, 2009
starvation follows
40% of Blackfeet Reservation owned by non-
1934 Blackfeet, following repeal of the Dawes Act Reeves & Peacock, 2001
1935 Blackfeet Tribe elects first council under Indian | Reeves & Peacock, 2001;
Reorganization Act Rosier, 2004
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) issues grazing
1950 permits for nqn-Trlbal cattle on Blgckfegt Rosier, 2004
reservation without consent, angering Tribal
members
1968-1978 (}kllﬁl)t of the American Indian Movement Interview participant (EAS)
1970s First buffalo return to Blackfeet Nation Interview participants (many)
1974 ]?ifl;é{feet Community College chartered by the MT OPL, 2017
1978 American Indian Religious Freedom Act passed | Ruppel, 2008
Inter Tribal Buffalo Council (ITBC; originally
1992 Inter Tribal Bison Cooperative) established as a | Interview participants, ITBC
federally chartered Indian organization
1992 Piikani Nation establishes buffalo herd Interview participant (EP4)
Interview participants
1993 Buffalo turned away from Blood Reserve (Paulette Fox, Mike Bruised
Head)
Blackfeet buffalo herd sold off, replaced with Interview participants (Terry
1996 :
new animals Tatsey, 113)
Blackfeet Community College students begin . .
1998-1999 interacting with Tribal buffalo herd on class Interview p artlclp ants (EAS,
trips Terry Tatsey, Ervin Carlson)
2009-2013 linnii Initiative dialogues take place Interview participants (many)
Buffalo Treaty signed by 13 Nations in CrOSS(.:hlld et 2.11'. 2021;
2014 . Interview participants (EK1,
Browning, MT
many others)
2016 Elk Island herd returns to Blackfeet Nation Interview participants (many)
48 buffalo released at Chief Mountain: first
2023 free-roaming iinnii on Blackfeet lands since Interview participants (many)

Journal of Political Ecology

Vol. 33, 2026

35




Stevens et al Restoring coexistence with cultural keystone species

Timeline References

Crosschild, R., Starblanket, G., Voth, D., Hubbard, T., & Bear, L. L. (2021). Awakening Buffalo
Consciousness: Lessons, theory, and practice from the Buffalo Treaty. Wicazo Sa Review,
36(1), 5-29. https://doi.org/10.1353/wic.2021.a903665

Hall, R. (2020). Beneath the backbone of the world: Blackfoot people and the North American
borderlands, 1720-1877. University of North Carolina Press.

Holmes, K. (2008). Chapter 8—Livestock and the Open Range, 1850-1887. In Montana: Stories of
the Land (pp. 148—168). Montana Historical Society Press.
https://mhs.mt.gov/education/Textbook/Chapter8/chapter8.pdf

Isenberg, A. C. (2000). The Destruction of the Bison: An Environmental History, 1750-1920.
Cambridge University Press.

ITBC. (2025). ITBC — InterTribal Buffalo Council. https://itbcbuffalonation.org/

Montana Office of Public Instruction. (2017). Blackfeet Reservation Timeline (Montana Tribal
Histories Reservation Timelines). Indian Education for All.
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page%?20Files/Indian%20Education/Social%20Studies/K -
12%20Resources/BlackfeetTimeline.pdf

Paisley, G. E. (2009). Blackfeet Timeline (Backfoot Language Digitization Partnership). American
Indian Partnership. http://www.americanindianpartnership.com/blackfeet-timeline.html

Reeves, B. O. K., & Peacock, S. L. (2001). 'Our Mountains are Our Pillows': An Ethnographic
Overview of Glacier National Park. Glacier National Park.

Rosier, P. C. (2004). Rebirth of the Blackfeet Nation, 1912-1954. University of Nebraska Press.

Ruppel, K. T. (2008). Unearthing Indian Land: Living with the legacies of Allotment. University of
Arizona Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1jf2dbw

UNESCO. (n.d.). Head-Smashed-In Buffalo Jump—UNESCO World Heritage Centre. UNESCO
World Heritage Convention: World Heritage List. https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/158/

Journal of Political Ecology Vol. 33,2026 36


https://doi.org/10.1353/wic.2021.a903665.
https://mhs.mt.gov/education/Textbook/Chapter8/chapter8.pdf
https://itbcbuffalonation.org/
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page%20Files/Indian%20Education/Social%20Studies/K-12%20Resources/BlackfeetTimeline.pdf
https://opi.mt.gov/Portals/182/Page%20Files/Indian%20Education/Social%20Studies/K-12%20Resources/BlackfeetTimeline.pdf
http://www.americanindianpartnership.com/blackfeet-timeline.html
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv1jf2dbw
https://whc.unesco.org/en/list/158/

