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slanding policy of suppressing fires with­
in the park. John Varley, who directs the 
park's scientific research program, in­
sists that "aspens have never been a 
prominent feature here for 10,000 years" 
and that their decline is a phenomenon 
taking place throughout the West. Var­
ley says lhat while tht: difference in vege­
wtion inside anu outsidl: exclosures may 
look striking at first glance, studies show 
thal biodiversity has not sulTereu: "All 
Ihe species insrde arc growing outside. 
Their stature is different, their structure 
is uifh:rent. but they're stillihere." 

Kay counlers that all you have 10 do is 

look outside the park. Along Eagle 
Creek, on national forest land just north 
of the park in the town of Gardiner, 
Mont. -an area where about 3,000 elk 
are shot each year - aspen stands have 
regenerated, putting up a lush growth of 
new suckers. Many stands are crowdeu 
with a waist-high understory of cow 
parnsips, chokecher.ry and wild roses. A 
while-tailed deer. bolts out of one of 
thcse shrubby thickets-something Kay 
says you won't see in the park, where the 
deer population has gone from 200 al 
the time of the park's establishment a 
century ago to virtually zero today. 
"Compared with Yellowstone, this looks 
like paradise." says Kay. "Eagle Creek 
has the same climate as the park. the 
same fire history, no callie grazing -the 
ollly thing different is the elk." 

. Canada's burning. North of Gardiner 
along the Yellowstone River through pri­
vate anu national forest land, the Yellow­
stone River is lined with a thick band of 
willows, aspens and eOllonwoods. Inside 
the park, the streams on the northern 
rangl: arc bare. with scant exceplions. 

R..:cent cxp..:riencc of Canadian parks 
also lends to confirm Kay's view. Fol-
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lowin" the recommendations of Yellow­
stone'"scientists Ihat aspens would re­
generate with burning, even in the 
presence of heavy elk grazing, managers 
al Banff National Park in Alberta set 
firc 10 blocks of forest as large as 15 
square kilometers. All of lhe new aspen 
growth was grazed to the ground. Those 
aspen stands now face extinction, the 
old lrees killed by the blaze and the new 
suckers wiped out by Ihe elk, with no 
chance for re-eslablishment-ever. 
"We're not acauemics. we're grunts," 
says Cliff White, park ecologist al Banff. 
"We're the guys doing the burning. And 

it doesn't work. Yet the literature saYs, 
'Jusl burn and elk won't malter.' W~'d 
have been beller off doing nothing." 

Under mounting criticis7n. the Nation­
al Park Service has hinted that it may be 
willing to re-examine its policies: Asso­
ciate Director Michael Soukup told Ihe 
Ecological Society of America last 
month that "it is time" for open scholarly 
debate of the natural regulation policy. 
But the political reality is lhat natural 
regulation has proved far more popular 
with the public than did the park's old 
policy of culling Ihousands of elk each 
winter. Hunters in neighboring states 
like the abundance of game that flows 
out of Yellowstone. AI~imal lovers and 
many environmentalists despise the idea 
of rangers shooting big, beautiful animals 
in a place set aside for the preservation of 
nature. Tourists like the abundant view­
ing opportunities for wildlife in the park. 
To which Kay bluntly replies: "If you 
want lots of elk and bison to make the 
tourists happy. il's nol a nature park, it"s a 
theme park - ii's entl:rtainment. So you 
mighl as well let Disney run it." • 
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