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Is it a Bison or a Buffalo ?

• Early explorers thought 
the brown shaggy 
creatures looked like 
water buffalo, hence the 
name ‘Buffalo’.

• The only true Buffaloare 
the Water Buffalo and the 
Cape Buffalo.

• But the words ‘Bison’ and 
‘Buffalo’ will always be  
used interchangeably in 
North America.
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Bison in History

• In 1800 there were an estimated 40 to 80 
million Plains Bison, and 150,000 to 
200,000 Wood Bison

• They ranged from Alaska down to Northern 
Mexico



Bison Slaughter

• By 1888, bison hunters had wiped out the 
great herds in the United States.
– Plains Bison : less than 300 alive, only 184  in 

5 breeding herds
– Wood Bison : less than 300 alive



Bison History in Canada

• Our bison herds were wiped out shortly 
after the American herds.

• In the early 1900s the Canadian government 
bought the Pablo-Allard herd in Montana 
and moved them to Elk Island National 
Park.



Restoring the Bison Herds

• Bison survival depended on capture and 
production on private ranches.

• Originally ranchers kept bison for curiosity 
or nostalgia.





First Public Bison Herds

• First public herd established in 1907 at Elk 
Island National Park
– 300 to 400 bison

• In 1909, this herd moved to Wainwright 
Buffalo Park (except 48 animals who 
evaded capture).



Bison being unloaded at the 
National Buffalo Park at 

Wainwright in 1909.



Bison Farming Today

• Most of the Bison in North America are in 
privately owned herds.

• Understanding of the bison itself, better 
herd managements skills, and improved 
handling equipment all contributed to 
improved profitability of bison farming.

• In 2009, Canadian bison population is 
estimated to be 225,000. 



Bison Farming Today

• There are an estimated 85,000 bison farmed 
in Alberta (2009).

• Alberta has approximately 50% of the 
Canadian herd.



The Bison Advantage

• Hardiness (made for this environment)
• Calving ease
• Low maintenance
• Longevity





Alberta Bison Slaughter 
Federal & Provincial Plants
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UTM Price HHW
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Live Animal Prices - Yearling 
Bulls and Heifers
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Markets for Bison

• Meat



Meat

• Delicious Taste (not “gamey”) 
• No Growth Hormones, No Antibiotics
• Nutritious : High in Protein and Iron, Low 

in Fat and Cholesterol
• Higher Concentrations of Iron, Zinc, and 

Essential Fatty Acids
• For example :



(Galbraith et al., 2006 Meat Sci: 74, 648-654)

Bison Tenderloin 
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Canada’s Top 10 Bison Meat Export Markets ($CAD)



Heritage Food Product



Markets for Bison

• Meat
• Breeding Stock



Breeding Stock



Markets for Bison

• Meat
• Breeding Stock
• Hides
• Skulls
• Fiber



Industry - Organization

• The Bison Producers of Alberta is 
Commission  under the Marketing 
Agricultural Products Act, under which we 
are to collect a Check-Off 

– $3.00 sale/slaughter 
– Mandatory Refundable

� Board of Directors (9 - 3 in each of 3 Regions)



Industry - Partnerships

• Federal Government
– CCIA Species Specific RFID Tags

• Canadian Bison Association

– On Farm Food Safety
– Lacombe Research Station (AAFC)

• Provincial Government
– ARD, SRD, DLFOA (ALMA)

• CBA
• AFAC, AEPA, AALPA, AEFP
• ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOP….



Industry –Research Activities

• Bison Carcass Grading 
• Bison Dehorning Study 
• Nutrient Composition of Bison Meat
• Multi-Location Abattoir



Industry – Marketing Initiatives
• Participation in Trade Shows & Events 
• Point-of-Sale Materials (brochures, stickers, recipe cards)

• Consumer Website



Challenges
• Ability to Sell provincially inspected bison meat 

across Canada
• Improve Canadian Grading System 
• Ensure Bison Meat is not part of COOL (Country 

of Origin Labelling)
• EU tariff
• Funding 
• BPA Refundable Check-Off (non-compliance)

• Bring in New Producers, Encourage Membership 



Opportunities

• Capitalize on Current Consumer Trends for 
Healthy Eating and Food Safety 

• Promote the ‘Conservation Element’ of Bison  
• Increase Retail Markets

– Stores, Restaurants

• Improve Financial Returns on Bison 
– hides, fibre

• Expand Producer / Membership Numbers

• Find new Non-traditional uses…(such as)



Racing…?



Companion animal??



Questions?


