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New Biosphere Reserve Provides “Stepping Stone” for Wildlife moving between U.S., Mexico

Huge 1.3 million-acre protected area in Chihuahua connects with New Mexico mountain range
JANOS, Chihuahua — After 9 years of conservation work by multiple partners working to protect endangered Mexican grasslands across the border from New Mexico and Arizona, the Janos Biosphere Reserve has finally been officially designated via a decree signed by Mexican President Felipe Calderon.

Including 526,482 hectares (1,300,965 acres), the Janos Biosphere Reserve is the first federally protected area in Mexico dedicated to protection of grassland ecosystems, which have been reduced to only about 7% of Mexico’s landscape. The Reserve could be one of the last protected areas of this size created in Mexico, according to Mexican conservation biologist, Dr. Rurik List, who initially completed most of the work on the project as Mexico Program Coordinator for Wildlands Network, a U.S.-based conservation organization working to protect international wildlife corridors. 

The vastness of the new reserve is noteworthy — similar in size to Grand Canyon National Park, or to five Rocky Mountain National Parks, or to two- and-a-half Smoky Mountains National Parks.

The Janos Biosphere Reserve is one of the core stepping stones identified by Naturalia—one of Mexico’s largest conservation organizations--and Wildlands Network as a key component of a network of connected, protected lands linking the southern Rocky Mountains with northern Mexico.  Both groups work with other partners on the “Spine of the Continent Initiative” — a continental effort dedicated to restoring and protecting a 5,000-mile wildlife corridor between Alaska’s Brooks Range and Mexico’s Sierra Madre Occidental.

The new reserve has 35 miles of contiguous boundary with southern New Mexico’s Peloncillo Mountains along the U.S. border, adding a missing link to an international wildlife linkage connecting species-rich “Sky Island” mountain ranges in both countries.

“Designation of this area for protection is important not only for the benefits it will bring to Janos’s numerous grassland-dependent wildlife species, but also as a great momentum-builder in our campaign to create safe passage for wide-ranging animals moving along North America’s longest wildlife corridor,” says Wildlands Network’s Kim Vacariu, who has worked with Naturalia to protect the Janos area for the past decade. Vacariu notes that the tri-national corridor will also assist wildlife as they move north in response to a changing climate. 

As a final compliment to designation of the reserve, 23 genetically pure bison (free of cattle genes) were released last month on the privately-owned Rancho El Uno within the reserve.  The bison were transported to Janos from Wind Cave National Park in South Dakota, and quarantined until their release on November 26. The reintroduced bison will now be used to start a breeding group from which bison will be reintroduced to other sites in an effort to restore their critical ecological role in the grasslands of northern Mexico. 

The Janos Biosphere Reserve will also be the site for release later in December of 30 additional black-footed ferrets in the prairie dog towns within the reserve.

To View a photo of the reintroduced bison herd, see the following link:    http://gigapan.org/gigapans/38536/
For more information on the bison reintroduction, see http://www.nps.gov/wica/parknews/pr-111709.htm

