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and monitor the ferrets. In addition to technical support, it is impor-
tant to have community support for these efforts in order for them 
to be successful. Starting with community youth is a great way to 
build that support. Personal communication with administrators and 
educators indicates a need and desire to improve science education 
within Lame Deer schools. All partners agree that the black-footed 
ferret recovery project offers a valuable opportunity to strengthen the 
schools’ science curriculum by making connections to relevant top-
ics, such as the prairie ecosystem and the black-footed ferret recovery. 
Professional development programs for teachers in inquiry-based sci-
ence education and access to educationally sound teaching materials 
will be provided through this partnership. 

Additionally, LPZ will add enhancements to an established sum-
mer youth program called Work & Learn by providing teens with pre-
professional training in authentic wildlife research. An objective is 
also to develop a comprehensive evaluation plan to assess the impacts 
of that program.   

In October 2010, project leads Rachel Bergren and Dr. Rachel 
Santymire visited NCR colleagues to inform them about the CEF fund-
ing award which provides the resources necessary to accomplish the 
program’s goals. During that trip, Santymire and Bergren interacted 
with approximately 35 percent of the total middle and high school 
student population on the reservation, filling them in on the exciting 
work underway to save the black-footed ferret.  

Equipment is currently being purchased for black-footed ferret 
monitoring, and the evaluation plan for the Work & Learn youth pro-
gram is being designed.  LPZ’s Dr. Seth Magle, a prairie dog expert, is 
modifying the prairie dog ethogram for the youth’s summer research 
project.  

Santymire and Bergren will return to the reservation in April to 
set up wildlife camera traps at the high school as a pilot project for 
educational goals of inquiry-based science in the classroom designed 
to inspire future wildlife biologists. Faculty and students will explore 
wildlife activity in the school yards, apply techniques used by wildlife 
researchers, and engage students in the integrated fields of science, 
math and computer science.  

During future visits, they will train the Work & Learn participants 
how to conduct research on the prairie dogs, as well as offer a week-
long, full-day professional development opportunity for 20 educators 
to gain extensive experience with inquiry-based science. The team 
will also assist the Natural Resource personnel with black-footed fer-
ret monitoring.

Thanks to CEF support, Lincoln Park Zoo is able to provide profes-
sional development for both NCR Natural Resource personnel and 
educators, in addition to inspiring future wildlife biologists through 
the Work & Learn program and the inquiry-based science education 
at the schools.  Additionally, we hope to form a long-lasting partner-
ship between the Zoo and the NCR community.  The black-footed 
ferret program would not be as successful without the collaboration 
between USFWS and AZA, specifically National Zoological Park, 
Louisville Zoo and Gardens, Henry Doorly Zoo, Cheyenne Mountain 
Zoo, Phoenix Zoo and Toronto Zoo.
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One of the keys to successful wildlife reintro-
duction programs is community engagement 
and capacity building. Thanks to a grant from 

AZA’s Conservation Endowment Fund (CEF), Chicago’s 
Lincoln Park Zoo (LPZ) is providing the Northern 
Cheyenne Reservation (NCR) in Montana with essential 
support, expertise, and resources to ensure the success-
ful recovery of black-footed ferrets in the region. This 
joint partnership between the Zoo, U.S. Fish and Wildlife 
Service (USFWS) and key NCR community leaders is 
poised to address various challenges, opportunities 
and needs that exist on the reservation. Some of these 
areas of focus include scientific expertise and resources, 
as well as the critical need for enhanced community 
engagement in the recovery effort through new profes-
sional development programs for educators and a sum-
mer program for youths.  

This year, the black-footed ferret recovery program is celebrating two 
major milestones – the 30th anniversary of the species rediscovery, 
and the 20th anniversary of their successful reintroduction into the 
wild. Black-footed ferrets once ranged from the plains of Canada 
through North America and into Mexico. But loss of habitat and the 
eradication of their primary food source, the prairie dog, pushed 
the species to near extinction. In fact, the ferrets were thought to 
be extinct until a small population was discovered near Meeteetse, 
Wyoming, 30 years ago. In an effort to save them, the last 18 ferrets 
were removed from the wild to start a captive-breeding program. 
Zoos and wildlife agencies throughout the United States, Canada and 
Mexico partnered in the recovery effort, and the ferrets have made a 
comeback due to the combined efforts of the USFWS and zoos par-
ticipating in the Black-Footed Ferret Species Survival Plan® (SSP). In 
1991, reintroductions began and today more than 2,000 black-footed 
ferrets have been successfully reintroduced to 19 sites across eight 
states, Canada and Mexico. 

While the recovery program has been successful, it is not without 
its challenges as well as opportunities. One of the challenges plaguing 
the recovery in certain regions is that sylvatic plague outbreaks are 
decimating prairie dog populations. This, in turn,  impacts the fer-
rets. Several attempts to reintroduce the ferrets in Montana have been 
thwarted due to the plague. But one region, in south-central Montana 
has higher quality habitat and was attractive to wildlife biologists as a 
possible location for a self-sustaining ferret population. 

This area is the 440,000-acre Northern Cheyenne Reservation near 
Lame Deer, Montana. In 2008, NCR initiated the restoration of the na-
tive prairie ecosystem. Its first action was establishing a black-footed 
ferret population through careful management and planning. In order 
for this new introduction site to be successful, NCR needed support in 
two areas: expert training and equipment to track and monitor black-
footed ferrets, and educational expertise for community engagement. 

Lincoln Park Zoo was approached by USFWS about the opportu-
nity to partner with NCR because of the Zoo’s national reputation for 
robust conservation programs, educational outreach and capacity 
building in-situ. A series of face-to-face meetings and ongoing e-mail 
correspondence between Zoo staff and key NCR community leaders 
began in fall 2009. This dialogue revealed various challenges, oppor-
tunities and needs that exist on the reservation. 

NCR Natural Resources personnel need essential training in im-
mobilization techniques, as well as equipment to successfully track 


