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Increased regulation throughout the evolution of federal conservation policy has resulted in a 

perceived decrease in communal land rights for ranchers in the American Southwest. Policy 

stands to play a crucial role in the creation of equity between farmer welfare and conservation 

efforts. This research aims to understand the conflict, its causes and implications, and 

opportunities to benefit key stakeholders including local communities, rangeland conservationists 

and the federal government.  
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Restoring Livelihoods & Improving 
Forest Health 
 
A  S U S T A I N A B L E  F U T U R E  F O R  R I O  A R R I B A  

B Y  A R I E L L E  C O N T I  &  A L Y S S A  V I A R S  

C R E A T E D  I N  P A R T N E R S H I P  W I T H  A M E R I C A N  U N I V E R S I T Y  S C H O O L  O F  
I N T E R N A T I O N A L  S E R V I C E ,  N A T I O N A L  F A M I L Y  F A R M  C O A L I T I O N  A N D  
R U R A L  C O A L I T I O N  

I .  E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y  

The mission of the United States Forest Service (USFS) is to “sustain the health, diversity and productivity 
of the Nation’s forests and grasslands to meet the needs of present and future generations.”i In following 
this mission, the USFS has reduced the total number and size of grazing permits in many national forests 
in Northern New Mexico including the Carson and Santa Fe National Forests.  Many claim reducing 
permits benefits the health of national forests in a number of ways including increased capacity for 
wildlife like elk populations, natural water filtration, carbon sequestration and decreased soil erosion, 
among others. However, reduction of permits can also have a negative effect on local ranchers as it 
necessitates a decrease in herd size, consequent loss of livelihood potential, and even negative social and 
economic effects within the broader community. For these reasons, the USFS and traditional ranchers of 
Northern New Mexico, specifically in Rio Arriba County, have been in contention over land and grazing 
rights for several decades. Efforts to remedy this conflict and its causes and to meet the goals of all 
parties concerned should include changes in federal policy and local initiatives.  

The Northern New Mexico ranchers involved reside mainly on 
lands under the Jarita Mesa, El Rito, and Abiquiu Land Grants. 
These grants allow ranchers use of these public lands on behalf 
of the community.ii Ranchers must also pay a federal grazing 
fee to obtain the conditional privilege for utilization of the 
land’s resources for grazing of livestock. This fee applies to 
public lands managed by the Bureau of Land Management and 
the USFS in sixteen Western states. The fee is adjusted annually 
based on a formula set forth by the Public Rangelands 
Improvement Act of 1978.iii  Currently, the USFS has the right to 

Currently, the USFS has 
the right to revoke or 
reduce grazing permits 
without consulting other 
U.S. agencies, local 
government officials, or 
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revoke or reduce grazing permits without consulting other U.S. agencies, local government officials, or 
community organizations. In fact, they have exercised this right on numerous occasions in the past several 
years and have been met with resistance. One such instance is a case currently being litigated in Jarita 
Mesa from 2013.iv These "special use permits" for grazing livestock were originally issued to recognize 
the rancher's pre-existing possessory property interest. A permit, as the term is broadly understood, 
presumes that the activity may be prohibited altogether under the legitimate police powers of 
government. The permit normally prescribes the conditions of use in order to avoid or minimize harm to 
public peace, health, or safety. As such, the permit allows ranchers to graze their livestock as a 
conditional “privilege”, not a right as they believe it should be based on their ancestral ties to the land. In 
fact, grazing is not permitted on many public lands throughout the United States. Under current law, 
livestock grazing permits expire after 10 years and a new environmental assessment is mandatory 
before a new permit can be issued. Unfortunately, federal agencies have been hamstrung in renewing 
permits because of the backlog of environmentalist lawsuits aimed at delaying the process. For more than 
a decade, grazing permit holders and public land agencies have relied on Congress to temporarily grant 
continued use of grazing permits each year.  

In summation of this brief review of the current 
policy climate regarding land and grazing 
rights, it is clear the ranchers believe their 
longstanding right to these lands is being unjustly 
taken, that many environmentalists have concerns 
regarding the future of grazing operations in the 
arid American Southwest, and furthermore that it 
is urgent their concerns be addressed. Conflict 
between the USFS, conservation groups, and 
ranchers of Rio Arriba must be solved if economic, social, and environmental benefits for all parties are 
to be realized. This conflict has been a driving force in the need for new policy solutions and recent 
changes in USFS leadership in the Northern New Mexico region provide a window of opportunity to 
begin taking steps in the right direction. In addition, the recent passage of the 2014 Farm Bill presents 
increased opportunities for funding to disadvantaged and resource limited producers.v 

After a thorough consideration of the policy options moving forward, this paper finds one policy option, 
targeted technical and financial assistance, optimal among the four outlined below. Policy options that 
were found to be less than optimal are the status quo regarding land rights and grazing permits, a 
further decrease or complete removal of rancher right to land use through grazing permit buyout 
programs, and finally the Grazing Improvement Act of 2013 to extend grazing permits from 10-20 
years. The status quo would require the least effort on the part of the federal government because it 
requires no policy or programmatic change. However, it fails to address the economic and legal needs of 
ranchers, it does not optimize conservationist goals who either consider current grazing policy to be a 
hindrance to environmental conservation, and finally, it perpetuates the current conflict between all 
parties. Policy to implement voluntary buy out programs of grazing permits is the preferred option from 
many conservationists’ perspectives as it achieves their end goal: complete removal of grazing from the 
arid lands of the American Southwest. It provides economic incentive to ranchers, often through advocacy 
group funds, thus eliminating the need for additional federal funding (though some buy outs have been 
funded by the federal government). However, this option effectively discontinues the traditional livelihood 
and culture of Indo-hispanic ranchers in the region. For those who choose to remain on their lands, buyouts 
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conservation groups, and 
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of surrounding lands make it harder for these operations to remain viable. It is likely this option would 
increase already substantial tensions between the parties concerned. Third, the Grazing Improvement Act 
of 2013 would increase the number of years a grazing permit is valid from 10-20 years and could 
increase rancher control of land rights. Increasing permit periods creates a sense of security for ranchers 
and is therefore their preferred policy option. It also has the potential to decrease paperwork and 
administrative tasks for the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). However, it would allow for 
the renewal of permits without environmental assessments, prompting the disapproval of 
environmentalists. Many conservationists fervently oppose the act because it stands to override the 
National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) and set a precedent for future legislation to do the same.  

On the other hand, policy to increase targeting of financial and technical assistance and training 
programs administered by the USFS and other government agencies would aid ranchers in adopting 
conservation-minded range management practices. This policy option allows ranchers to remain on the 
land and secure their livelihoods while also stewarding natural resources impacted by grazing operations 
through the help of funds and advisement provided by the federal government and environmental 
consultants. This option fosters collaboration, cooperation, and relationship building between all parties. 
Administration of and participation in technical assistance programs encourages working relationships 
between ranchers and USFS representatives, serving to cement personal bonds and alleviating tensions. 
The government benefits from having local USFS representatives as “boots on the ground”, acting as an 
extension of their authority and maintaining a better understanding of the situation. This policy option 
would neither address the ranching community’s desire for more permanent land and grazing rights nor 
the conservationist community’s desire to remove grazing from the land for good. However, it strikes a 
balance between all parties in offering significant benefits to each. The introduction of the policy option 
to increase targeted financial and technical assistance is recommended in order to aid ranchers in their 
quest to make grazing more sustainable, to make strides in sustainable land management, and to serve 
the construction of a new working relationship between the USFS, conservationists, and local ranching 
communities. 

II. Body of Paper 

A. Overview  

Current land management and grazing policy driven by conservation-minded goals and increased 
government regulation marginalize Indo-hispanic ranchers of Northern New Mexico’s Rio Arriba County. 
Consequently, policy and regulation have sparked conflict between the USFS, conservationists, and the 
aforementioned ranching communities. Further, this 
trend towards declining rights to land and its use 
since the Mexican-American War and Treaty of 
Guadalupe Hidalgo has negatively affected 
livelihoods, social well being, and cultural legacy of 
these ranching communities. Meanwhile, many 
conservationists are not content with current policy 
because they feel grazing permits incentivize 
environmental degradation or that policy does not 
adequately encourage conservation practices. They 
argue the arid lands, drought, and slow-growing 
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plants are not ideal for grazing and that climate change impacts will make this region even less 
conducive to grazing. Furthermore, conservationists point out the federal government’s unique support for 
the livestock industry; an industry which they claim benefits a small proportion of the American workforce 
and which produces only 3% (from public lands) of the total meat production in the United States.vi 
Finally, the USFS feels conflicted in their mission to “conserve the rich resources of the National Forests 
and Grasslands while supporting communities greatly dependent upon these very same resources.” vii 

Historical Land Rights 

The slow reduction in land rights of native New Mexican ranchers dates back to The Mexican-American 
War. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed February 2, 1848, ended the Mexican-American War, 
granted full citizenship to residents of the transferred lands on a voluntary basis, and promised existing 
rights to land would be honored in Sections VIII and IX of the treaty.viii Specifically, community land grants 
established under the Spanish crown and the authority of local Mexican government officials would be 
maintained. However, later interpretations of the treaty did not acknowledge those land rights and so the 
federal government slowly took control through evolving policy and increased regulation. Shortly after 
the treaty, according to the Congressional General Accounting Office, thirteen Hispanic grants (not 
including grants to pueblos) were approved.ix The result was a shift in ideas of land ownership from 
communal land management practices, which were woven into the fabric of Mexican life, to individualistic 
notions of private property rights, which are characteristic of the American way of life still today. The 
former type of landownership gave settlers individually owned homes, small 1-3 hectare plots of land 
and access to the communal land grant lands for timber harvest, grazing and livestock pasturing. Today, 
the ancestors of those ranchers live on public land grants and purchase grazing permits distributed by the 
Bureau of Land Management.  

Another event that impacted the ownership and right to lands for Indo-hispanic ranchers was the creation 
of national forests. Many of today’s national forests were established in the early 1900’s and large 
portions of land once used for grazing became property of the U.S. government. Many of the previously 
recognized land grants were largely disregarded while a few still exist today. In addition, many people 
were unable to keep their land because they were not accustomed to the U.S. monetary tax system. 
When some settlers tried to fight back legally to keep communal lands, they were met with legal fees 
which exceeded their financial means. As a result, lawyers were paid with the only asset the ranchers had 
claim to; large tracts of their own land were portioned out as compensation for legal services. 

Current Land Rights 

Much of the current policy regarding grazing and land management is a continuation of the conservation-
driven policies and legislation of the past several decades. One such act is the Taylor Grazing Act of 
1934, whose intent was to “stop injury to the public grazing lands by preventing overgrazing and soil 
deterioration; to provide for their orderly use, improvement, and development; [and] to stabilize the 
livestock industry dependent upon the public range”. x Currently Northern New Mexico is about 35% 
federally owned land. xi  Grazing permits for these lands are issued to local ranchers, allowing them 
restricted use of the land. Many federal policies such as the Endangered Species Act, NEPA and the 
National Historic Preservation Act imposed restrictions and have adversely affected local ranchers. 
Today, many of these ranching communities reside on small tracts of land grant lands abutting the Carson 
and Santa Fe National Forests. In 1940 there were about 2,200 permits and in 1970 there were roughly 
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1,000 permits. While the number of permits is very much a “moving target”, today some estimate the 
number to be around 600.  

Decreased amounts of permits and land loss have forced ranchers to decrease their herd size, leave their 
land, and find alternative livelihoods. Consequently, evidence of social and economic downturn is 
apparent, such as increased drug use. Rio Arriba County has the highest per capita overdose rate in the 
country. “Many in the fight against drugs, including Ben Tafoya, the director of Hoy, believe the heavy 
use of drugs and alcohol is rooted in a shared sense of loss, starting when the United States refused to 
recognize many Spanish land grants in the mid-19th century and building more recently as struggling 
families, accustomed to farming and ranching, became dispirited as they had to sell land.”xii 

The Value of Protecting Public Lands 

Publically conserved lands are important assets to the American public. They protect land in perpetuity 
for future generations to enjoy, they provide essential habitat for wildlife, perform important 
environmental services like water filtration, decreased soil erosion, and carbon sequestration; and 
provide timber, fiber and other forest products. They also provide space for people to participate in 
outdoor recreation activities like hiking and camping. Currently the USFS manages the national forests in 
Rio Arriba County. They are responsible for the health and productivity of these public lands and ensure 
that the forest can continue to be managed for these various uses. Therefore, at times the Forest Service 
must make difficult decisions regarding the activities being conducted on federal lands. Sometimes this 
means decreasing the number of grazing permits. On the other hand, some rangeland scientists have 
found that conservation efforts could be enhanced by having cattle in the forest. For example, large 
scale forest fires have been attributed to increased underbrush due to complete hands-off management. 
One effective way to decrease the amount of underbrush is to allow cattle to graze in forests. This is one 
of many situations in which grazing may be beneficial to forest health. Other examples are discussed 
below.  

Making a Distinction 

In discussing public perceptions of policy governing land management, ownership, and grazing rights, it is 
important to distinguish between the various grazing and livestock operations in the United States as a 
whole and within the American Southwest region. The need for this distinction is also evident in assessing 
the effectiveness of said policy. Environmentalists and others critical of federal support for the livestock 
industry are quick to point out many programs funded by taxpayer dollars operating under misnomers 
like “conservation programs’” and “wildlife services”.xiii For example, the mission of the USDA Animal and 
Plant Health Inspection Service’s Wildlife Services program is to “provide Federal leadership and 
expertise to resolve wildlife conflicts to allow people and wildlife to coexist. [Wildlife Services] conducts 
program delivery, research, and other activities through its Regional and State Offices, the National 
Wildlife Research Center (NWRC) and its Field Stations, as well as through its National Programs”. One 
initiative of Wildlife Services is “Protecting Livestock from Predators”,xiv in which predators who pose a 
threat to livestock operations, namely coyotes, wolves, foxes, mountain lions, grizzlies, and eagles, are 
subjected to “population management”;xv a strategy some environmentalists equate to “sterilizing the 
landscape”xvi or refer to as a “war on wildlife”. Methods for killing these predators vary from poisoning, 
trapping, aerial gunning, denning, and more.xvii Beyond being critical of the programs, environmentalists 
are critical of the ranchers receiving assistance from those programs. Here it is necessary to distinguish the 
Indo-Hispanic ranchers of Northern New Mexico from those ranching operations partaking in the overt 
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destruction of wildlife. In doing so, steps can be made to build bridges and enhance collaboration 
between the former ranchers and concerned environmentalists. It is also in distinguishing the two ranching 
operation types that criteria for targeted financial and technical assistance described in Policy Option 4 
can be established. The program to protect predators from livestock is merely one example among many 
distinctions which should be made when arguing the merits and faults of various ranching operations. In 
addition, operation size and type, demographic information, ranchers wealth, considerations like 
retirement status or alternative sources of income of ranchers, and other factors should be considered in 
environmental arguments against livestock grazing in the American Southwest.  

Why is now the time for policy change?  

The need for change has been years in the making. 
Tensions have reached an all-time high, rancher 
livelihoods and civil rights are being threatened, 
and environmental degradation stands to increase 
significantly. These conditions have necessitated 
shifts in the policy status quo. With new Regional 
Forester Cal Joyner leading the USFS team in the 
Southwest, great potential to decrease tensions 
between all parties, make strides in environmental 
conservation, and revitalize ranching communities is 
introduced. “Understanding the contribution and 
importance of the small ranching operations to the grazing permittees in Northern New Mexico is crucial 
if land management conflicts and disputes are to be minimized.”xviii Additionally, there are opportunities 
for new sources of funding with the passage of the Agricultural Act of 2014. This Farm Bill has specific 
provisions which raise advance payments from 30% to 50% for the socially disadvantaged, beginning 
and limited resource farmers, Indian tribes and veterans. The ranchers of Northern New Mexico being 
both socially disadvantaged and limited resource producers could potentially benefit from this increased 
funding.xix 

B. Discussion 

Policy Option 1: Status Quo 

Perpetuation of the status quo would allow the Forest Service to manage public lands while ranchers 
continue to graze on both private and publically permitted lands in a limited capacity. This would require 
little effort on the part of the Federal government compared to new policy as no additional resources or 
time would be required. Federal government resources could be dedicated to the maintenance of the 
status quo rather than the creation and implementation of new policies and procedures. Unfortunately, 
ranchers, environmentalists, and the USFS do not appear content with this option, evidenced by the 
tensions between them. It seems unlikely the status quo would be a viable policy solution as it does not 
benefit the Forest Service, which would continue to work in opposition of local communities as it seeks to 
protect forest health, or ranchers and communities of Rio Arriba, whose livelihoods and cultural traditions 
would continue to be threatened and economic and social trajectories continue to decline. Finally, 
conservationists do not stand to gain from a continuation of the status quo either as they seek the 
complete removal of grazing operations from the arid lands of the American Southwest. This mission is 
currently being fought for in the form of voluntary grazing permit buyout programs.  

“Understanding the contribution 
and importance of the small 
ranching operations to the 
grazing permittees in Northern 
New Mexico is crucial if land 
management conflicts and 
disputes are to be minimized.” 
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Policy Option 2: Voluntary Grazing Permit Buyouts 

Voluntary buyouts of grazing permits involve the purchase of grazing permits from ranchers often by 
environmental advocacy groups or federal funds who then use the permit ownership to retire the land 
and allow it to revert back to its natural state. Doing so allows the land, soil, and other resources to 
recover and restores use of the habitat to the native wildlife. Environmental benefits include improved air 
and water quality, promotion of riparian area recovery, increased big game population such as elk, 
recovery of threatened and endangered species as well as those species which have been subjected to 
“wildlife services” activities. From the majority of conservation advocates’ points of view, voluntary permit 
buyouts are optimal. The environment benefits from the removal of grazing operations, is often possible 
to accomplish without additional federal funding as the funding for purchase of permits is often provided 
by the environmental groups, and ranchers are provided with financial incentive to voluntarily opt out of 
ranching. Environmental groups claim this is especially helpful to those ranchers who are “economically 
stressed or nearing retirement”.xx However, despite the fact that voluntary and paid removal of ranching 
from these lands is preferable to revoked or reduced permits void of compensation, the result is still a 
removal of ranchers from their lands, their source of livelihood, and their ties to generations of cultural 
legacy. In addition, privately owned land would be subdivided as rancher would need to supplement 
income lost from annual cattle sales. Local economies would be negatively affected as buyouts would 
create a one-time income stream for producers while ranching circulates money through communities by 
way of equipment or supply purchases, veterinary services and transportation needs.xxi On the other 
hand, as is evident above, making the distinction between the Indo-Hispanic ranchers of Northern New 
Mexico and other ranching operations throughout the Southwest may persuade conservationists to aim for 
an alternative end goal; one that benefits the land and the ranchers simultaneously. One such scenario is 
discussed below in Policy Option 4.  

Policy Option 3: Grazing Improvement Act of 2013 

The Grazing Improvement Act would increase permits for ranchers who graze on public lands from ten 
year permits to twenty year permits. The act, introduced by Senator John Barrasso (R-Wyo.) and backed 
by Raul Labrador (R-Idaho) in February 2013xxii was passed by the House Committee on Energy and 
Natural Resources in November 2013. It is currently held up in the Senate due to mark-ups to change 
grazing permit times on public lands to be anywhere from one to twenty years.xxiii Ranching communities 
are very much in favor of the original bill because it would create stability and longevity for grazing 
permittees. The guarantee of extended permit periods and elimination of costly and time consuming 
environmental assessments helps ranchers focus their scarce time and resources on livelihoods rather than 
political processes. In addition the bill would codify language that would allow grazing to continue during 
the extended period of time that exists in securing new grazing rights due to the backlog of NEPA 
regulations.xxiv Environmentalists and conservation advocates are not in favor of the bill. They fear it 
would be harmful to public lands because environmental assessments would not be performed as often, 
consequently threatening the health of national forests. Many studies show the harmful effects of cattle on 
forested lands and environmental organizations fear those negative effects would be compounded by 
lack of regular oversight through environmental assessments. In addition, the act would undermine NEPA 
and could set an unwanted precedent for future bills to do the same.xxv Local USFS officials are 
unenthusiastic about the precedent the act would set but are somewhat sympathetic and understanding of 
its immense advantages it would offer local ranchers. 
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Policy Option 4: Targeted Financial and Technical Assistance 

Currently, the federal government, through the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service, administers 
several programs to fund and guide the improvement of land management strategies. Historically 
disadvantaged and limited resource farmers and ranchers are able to utilize funds from the 
Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP).xxvi This voluntary program provides funds and services 
to producers who are willing to help manage lands in a sustainable manner. Additionally, the Grazing 
Lands Conservation Initiative is a “nationwide collaborative process of individuals and organizations 
working to maintain and improve the management, productivity, and health of the Nation's privately 
owned grazing land.” The initiative was “developed to provide for a coordinated effort to identify 
priority issues, find solutions, and effect change on private grazing land”.xxvii Programs like the two 
described above and countless others have the potential to improve the situations for ranchers of Rio 
Arriba. However, these specific programs do not target the Indo-Hispanic ranchers of Northern New 
Mexico due to their unique land tenure and land rights terms. This final policy option calls for a utilization 
of these targeted programs in the distribution and administration of financial and technical assistance for 
aiding smaller grazing operations on public and land grant lands to improve their land management 
practices. In doing so, ranchers are allowed to remain on their lands, continue their grazing operations, 
maintain stable livelihoods, and do so in a way more in line with conservationist efforts. Criteria to select 
operations eligible for a more effective targeted approach in distribution of this assistance should include 
ability and willingness to participate in a proposed collaborative assessment of sustainable grazing 

practices, criteria on size, land ownership status, 
and socioeconomic considerations, among others. 
As funding and programmatic support are already 
in place, this policy would require only a 
redistribution of that assistance to benefit 
disadvantaged and marginalized ranchers. 
Increased positive interaction between USFS 
representatives, the ranching community, and 
conservationists would contribute to stronger 
relationships and a more concerted effort to 
protect both natural resources and community 
stability. It would serve to decrease tensions 
between all parties.xxviii xxix xxx 

C. Recommendation 

This paper deems the final policy option among the four options outlined above to be optimal in 
achieving maximum benefits for the ranching communities of Northern New Mexico, the federal 
government, and conservationists. While Policy Option 1 to maintain the status quo is the path of least 
resistance in terms of political and economic feasibility, it is discounted here due to the likelihood it will 
perpetuate and potentially even worsen conflict, rancher community upheaval, and environmental 
degradation. Policy Option 2 is also being discounted for its tendency to encourage removal of ranchers 
from public lands which they depend on for their livelihoods and ties to their cultural heritage. Policy 
Option 3 to implement the Grazing Improvement Act of 2013 is preferred by grazing permittees for its 

Increased positive interaction 
between USFS representatives, the 
ranching community, and 
conservationists would contribute 
to stronger relationships and a 
more concerted effort to protect 
both natural resources and 
community stability.  
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ability to give stronger legal rights to ranchers and recognize the necessity for stability in ranching 
livelihoods. Option 3, although somewhat political feasible, has already incurred backlash from the 
environmental community for fear that the act would undermine NEPA, the cornerstone of environmental 
legislation.  

Utilize Targeted Financial and Technical Assistance 

Of the policy options outlined above, Option 4 to institute a more targeted distribution of financial and 
technical assistance through federal conservation program and for the purpose of improved grazing land 
management strategies in Northern New Mexico is perhaps the only option which addresses the needs of 
ranchers, the government, and conservationists. Though this option does not prepare any group to achieve 
its end goal, its comprehensive and collaborative nature does allow for all parties to benefit in 
significant, mutual ways. This option provides an ideal solution to address environmental concerns, 
maintenance of rancher livelihoods, and the mission of the USFS with equal weight. For example, this 
strategy strikes a balance between addressing environmental concerns without complete removal of 
grazing from lands in Northern New Mexico by aiding ranchers in their improvement of range 
management practices. Indeed, “well-managed grazing provides numerous environmental benefits” 
including management of vegetation, control of invasive species, and reduction of underbrush and other 
fuels that can spur severe forest and wildfires. Other researchers have found that well-managed grazing 

can reduce soil erosion, improve soil structure and enhance 
diversity of native plant species. When managed correctly, 
grazed land can continue to provide clean water, healthy 
riparian zones, and extensive plant diversity and 
vegetation coverage. It is perhaps the most politically and 
economically feasible of all the options outlined above 
(save for the status quo) in that the resources for its 
planning and implementation are largely already in place. 
These include the financial resources necessary to fund 
projects and personnel to oversee technical assistance. 
Finally, it alleviates arguably the most pressing issue at 
hand: the mounting tensions between USFS, ranchers, and 
conservationists which threaten to erupt at any moment.  

Expected Results and Indicators of Success 

Expected results of this policy option include changes in the relationships and knowledge sharing between 
USFS, ranching communities, and environmental groups, improvements in natural resource conservation, 
and increased stability for ranching communities of Northern New Mexico.  First, if this policy option is 
successful increased cooperation between ranchers, USFS officials, and environmental groups may be 
observed through more frequent meetings and interactions between the aforementioned parties 
conducted in the spirit of collaboration instead of contention. This would also include coalition building 
between concerned organizations and individuals. Another indicator of this policy’s success in building 
relationships is increased cooperation in the use of funds and other resources for projects which aim to 
inform and improve grazing management practices on public, private, and national forest lands of 
Northern New Mexico. 

Indeed, “well-managed 
grazing provides numerous 
environmental benefits” 
including management of 
vegetation, control of 
invasive species, an 
reduction of underbrush and 
other fuels that can spur 
severe forest and wildfires. 
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Second, we expect improvements in the conditions of natural resources, especially those which are most 
impacted by grazing. Environmental improvements as a result of this policy option are probable; 
however no predictions can be made with certainty as there are several other factors which may play a 
role in its success or failure. These include the evolution of climate conditions, human interactions, the 
influence of various other industries, and further development of environmental policy. Indicators that 
might demonstrate success of environmental conservation could include improved air and water quality as 
well as reduced soil erosion. Increased vegetation and wildlife diversity and coverage would also be 
indicators of success for this policy option. Improved soil structure and decreased runoff are positive 
indicators of enhanced grazing practices. Finally, decreased incidence of and damage from wildfires 
and forest fires could be an indicator of improved grazing management practices as “targeted grazing 
can indeed reduce the amount, height, and distribution of fuel on a specific rangeland area, potentially 
decreasing the spread and size of wildfires under normal burning conditions”.xxxi 

Finally, we expect this policy will result in more stable livelihoods for ranching communities of Northern 
New Mexico and perhaps others in the American Southwest as the precedent is set for funding of a 
collaborative process which considers the needs of all stakeholders rather than the unilateral role of 
simply funding the forest service and their programs. Distinction is made between the various types and 
sizes of ranching operations and consequently financial and assistance are increasingly allocated to 
ranchers who are historically socially disadvantaged, who run smaller operations, and who are willing to 
cooperate and participate in the collaborative planning process. Increased efficiency and viability of 
ranching operations may be indicated by third party investments in grazing practices, opportunities to 
participate in livestock grazing programs on Forest Service lands and community/county-level economic 
metrics. Success may also be evident as social and economic indicators improve. Examples of these 
socioeconomic indicators may include decreased drug use, decreased crime rates and higher school 
enrollment rates, among others.  

D. Implementation 

Implementation of Policy Option 4 requires funds which are currently allocated to some socially 
disadvantaged ranchers for the improvement of rangeland management to be distributed more 
intentionally to support ranching operations based on the specifications outline above, like the ranchers of 
Northern New Mexico. Much of the work to implement this policy option will be in the hands of regional 
USFS representatives in Northern New Mexico as the “boots on the ground”. Working with ranchers on 
specific projects towards individual goals will involve regular meetings and open communication between 
all parties. It also necessitates collaboration in the field, consultation from environmental experts, and 
equal weight in planning and carrying out these projects. The process of implementation can be modeled 
after a successful program in Southern Utah in which a collaborative group of stakeholders including the 
USFS, local ranching organizations, the Utah Department of Agriculture, conservation organizations like 
the Nature Conservancy, and local universities created recommendations for sustainable grazing in the 
area. The group met ten times throughout the year to learn from one another, identify current issues, and 
develop agreement on how Forest Service lands can be sustainably grazed. However, action must also 
be taken on the federal and state levels in order to implement this policy option effectively. It is possible 
environmental groups allocating manpower and funds to campaigns for grazing removal and voluntary 
buy out programs would consider transferring those resources to the betterment of joint projects with 
ranchers and the USFS. Additionally, increasing efforts to encourage the appropriations committee 
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working on the 2014 Farm Bill to more robustly fund conservation programs targeted grazing 
improvement would increase the potential effectiveness for these types of programs.  

III. Conclusion 
The long standing tension between ranchers, the USFS and environmentalists is one that must be resolved 
within our lifetime. The consequences are evident as the social and economic fabric of ranching 
communities in Northern New Mexico continues to unravel, USFS representatives and federal government 
agencies receive a battery of complaints regarding current policy from ranchers and conservationists 
alike, and natural resources are threatened as a result of ineffective policy and programs. With effective 
policy implementation to promote targeted financial and technical assistance as outlined above, it is 
possible to build relationships, collaborate for better results, and alleviate the conflict at hand. It is 
important to keep in mind that reparation through open dialogue and collaboration is not only a process, 
but one that has been proven to be successful. It is an imperative action taken to safeguard the 
livelihoods and cultural traditions of Northern New Mexican Ranchers as well as the sustainability and 
viability of New Mexico’s national forests. While no one group, be it the Northern New Mexico Ranchers, 
USFS, or conservationists, may achieve their optimal end goal, strides can be made using the policy 
option suggested here within to achieve a balance of benefits for all.  
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