








There 1s perhaps no darker caapter nor greater tragedy in the his-
tory of land occupancy and ase in the Urited States than the story
of the western range. ™% -* e @b Ceesd & wneeioan T
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4 TI1E. WESTERN RANGE

Of the four classes used in evaluating the degree of depletion, ma-
terial (26-50 percent) and severe (51-75 percent) are most extensive,
as shown by fig. 2 and table 3, each covering more than one-third of
the total range area. Extreme (76-100 percent) covers a little more
than 15 percent, and moderate (0-25 percent) somewhat less.
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Fieure 2.—RANGE DEPLETION CLASSES.

f the depletion classes, material (26-50 percent) and severe (51-75 percent) cover
more than seven-tenths of the entire range area. Nearly 120 million acres is in the
extreme (76-100 percent) depletion class, and of the 95 million acres in the moderate
(0—25 percent) depletion class probably not more than half is in a thoroughly satis-

factory condition.

The depletion consists of the disappearance largely or altogether
from many parts of the range of such valuable forage plants as the
bluebunch wheatgrass, the giant wild-rye, ricegrass, dropseed, saca-
ton, and California oatgrass. It consists of the replacement of
palatable and nutritious plants such as prairie beardgrass and sand-
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orass by the unpalatable sand sagebrush and yucea, wild-ryve by
greasewood, winterfat by shadscale and rabbitbrushi. Tt consists
also of the replacement of perennial grasses by much less nutritious
annual grasses and weeds. It consists of the invasion of foreign
plants, such as the worthless star thistle in California, the nearly
worthless Russian thistle now found everywhere, the poisonous Kla-
math weed, and only a few of limited value, such as cheatgrass for
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Ficuer 3.—AREA AND DEPLETION OF THE RANGE TYPES.

All range types except two are depleted by half or more. Of the two, tall grass is small
in area and reflects especially favorable conditions, and the open forest benefits from a
large area under national forest management.

only a few weeks each year, and the alfileria of southern Arizona
and California, for a few weeks in wet years. :

Still further, depletion consists of marked reduction in density of
the better forage plants, with the perennial gramas and fescues as
an example. The ordinarily desirable thickening of forests by re-
production and the expansion of brush areas has to some extent also
reduced the space for forage plants.

What is true of the range as a whole is also true of the 10 broad
types (figs. 25, 30, and 34) into which it has been divided for the
purposes of this report, as shown in table 1 and figure 3.
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reduce present stocking by nearly 38 percent to meet the actual graz-
ing capacity. Iven humid pastures could not stand up under such
abuse; it 1s far too much to expect of semiarid ranges.

But the evidence of overstocking does not stop even here. Aver-
age annual death losses on overstocked and overgrazed ranges ofl
as much as 9 percent among sheep and 5 to 7 percent among cattle
are practically double the losses under conservative grazing and
good feed. Calf crops on overstocked, overgrazed ranges are often
only a half or two-thirds of what they are under good conditions.
Other specific evidence, historical and otherwise, of overstocking
and depletion, could be multiplied almost indefinitely.

And overstocking is only one, and the most serious, of the de-
fective rule-of-thumb forms of management which have hastened
and accentuated depletion. Poor distribution of livestock, concen-
tration on key areas such as mountain meadows and around water-
ing places, grazing at the wrong time of year, faulty balance between
classes of animals and type of range, grazing two or more classes
on ranges a.lreadff overstocked with one, have contributed 1n varying
degree and very largely in the aggregate.

When the stockman realized what rule-of-thumb practices were
doing to the range, he often was, or thought he was, under the
compulsion of other causes which stayed his hand.

FROM AN UNSOUND LAND POLICY

A national land policy unsuited to the semiarid and mountain
grazing lands of the West has been still another major cause in the
depletion of the range forage. This policy has grown out of such
factors as:

1. Belief in universal private ownership of land and the attempt
lo pass as much land as possible to private ownership regardless of
its character.

2. In this attempt, the practically unmodified application to the
radically different semiarid West of land laws suited to the humid
East and Middle West.

3. The failure to classify land as a basis for alienation according
to the economic suitablility for private ownership or to its highest
form of use.

4. The character of the interpretation and administration of the
land laws.

The first alienation to private ownership occurred in the Southwest
before American acquisition, as Spanish and Mexican land grants,
and amounted to more than 45 million acres. These grants were
based on the philosophy of a landed aristocracy rather than that of
democratic equality, which was one fundamental basis of American
land disposal. Although averaging several thousand acres each,
they have not generally resulted in good range management and
are depleted almost as badly as the surrounding lands.

Homesteading in the West dates back largely to the homestead
law of 1862. More liberal amendments and new laws have included
the enlarged homestead law of 1909, the Kinkaid Act of 1904, and
finally the stockraising homestead law of 1916.

Neither the maximum of 640 acres available under the stockraising
law nor the 160 acres under the original Homestead Act offered the
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remotest possibility of supporting a family under range use. The
attempt at classification, made under the Stockraising Mct) finally
listed practically everything short of absolute desert. The inef-
fectiveness of the classification has been partly responsible for
abandonment before the passage of title of some 28 million acres
out of the 68 million acres entered. Under the Homestead Acts up
to 1935, 1.4 million entries were made for nearly 240 million acres,
a substantial part of which was in the range country and more than
half of the western homestead area was range land.

Railroad and wagon-road grants, totaling more than 101 million
acres of odd-numbered sections of range and other lands, checker-
boarded wide strips across the West and further complicated range
use and contributed to depletion. The railroad land policy has
been to cash in as fast as possible by sale, and about 65 million
acres of range land, mostly in small tracts, has gone into other
private ownership, leaving more than 19 million acres of the poorest
grant land unsold, most of it range, and in the original checkerboard
pattern. For this their policy has generally been to get the maxi-
mum current revenue through leasing. Most of the railroads have
recently reversed this policy, however, and are working toward some
stable and orderly use of the range resource which they still retain.

Texas retained its public lands and has based its land-disposal
policy on that of the Federal Government, except that considerably
larger areas have gone to single owners. Depletion has, however,
been much the same as on smaller private holdings.

Federal grants to the other western States were for common
schools, institutions, and internal improvements. Through selection
under institutional grants and by use of the various lieu-selection
laws there has been considerable consolidation. Most State land
was, however, in scattered sections. It has been sold where the legal
price could be obtained, and the remaining area leased for the maxi-
mum current revenue. These lands have been handled by agencies
whose primary function was disposal and revenue collection, and in
no instance by agricultural agencies. A total of about 33 million
acres has gone into private ownership. Since stockmen have fol-
lowed their own inclinations in the handling of leased State lands,
the extent of depletion is practically identical with that on lands
in private ownership.

The 149.4 million acres of range land available for grazing left
in the public domain, grazing districts, and other withdrawals is
the poorest west of the Mississippi. It is the land which for its
surface rights no one would take as a gift or purchase under the
homestead or other land laws. Much of it is badly scattered. Open
without restriction or restraint to all or to any who could take or
hold, no other class of range land has suffered more seriously. Alon%
with nearly three-fourths of the forage has often gone the top soi
on which future recovery must depend.

The sum total of the effects of past land policy on range land has
been :

1. A crazy-quilt ownership pattern, such as that shown in figures
63 and 64, made up of several hundred thousand small farm or
ranch units, widely scattered State holdings and railroad lands,
the foreclosures of insurance and investment companies, banks, etc.,
isolated Federal public domain tracts, and State and county tax-
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delinquent lands—all of this almost impossible to handle effectively
because of size or surrounding holdings and leading inevitably to
overgrazing, depletion, and social and economic instability of the
dependent population. _

2. The passage to private ownership of an enormous arca of land,
the size of which is not yet accurately known, that is either sub-
marginal even for range use by private operators because of low
productivity, etc., or has high public values such as watershed pro-
tection which are difficult or impossible for private owners to
malntain.

3. The passage to private ownership and encouragement of dry
and other farming of some 50 million acres of relatively good range
land that is submarginal for crops. Nearly 25 million acres have
already been abandoned for cultivation and at least 11 million acres
additional constitute acute problem areas. On all of this area the
range has been destroyed and will be of little use for years to come
unless reseeded.

4. The passage to private ownership of key areas, such as water
holes, giving control of very much larger areas of public land, and
as spring range of which there is a serious shortage.

5. Tax delinquency on the ranges submarginal for private owner-
ship, and delinquency on and abandonment of the dry-farming areas
which the meager data available indicates to be excessive.

6. Depletion so serious that decades of time and enormous ex-
penditures will be required for restoration, not only of the range
which has passed to private ownership but also of that outside of
the national forests which has remained in public ownership.

Among the favorable features of Federal-land policy from the
standpoint of range depletion has been the creation of the national
forests, and the belated provision for a better handling of the Indian
lands and a part of the public domain.

FROM FINANCIAL HANDICAPS

One of the greatest financial handicaps of the western stockman
in comparison with his middle-western competitor is a serious freight
and marketing differential. On an 1,100-pound steer, for example,
Illinois has an advantage in the Chicago market over Idaho of
nearly $8.50, and over Nebraska of about $2.85 (fig. 8). The out-
standing competitive opportunity which the western stockman has
to offset this handicap is cheap feed from natural ranges. On the
average range feed worth $1 or less will support an animal satisfac-
torily as long as hay or other supplemental feed costing $5 to $10
or even more (fig. 9).

Instead of maintaining fully this natural advantage of cheap
range feed, however, the western stockman has ordinarily followed
one, or usually more, of three other courses which have actually
increased his handicap. In all of these he has tried to carry too
many stock. Hoping to reduce costs of production he has over-
grazed and destroyed his cheap range feed. He has bought crop
Zfands and grown and used excessive amounts of high-cost hay and
other supplemental feeds. He has purchased range lands often un-
der competitive conditions which have inflated values, increased his
capital investments, and hence the costs of production.



I. THE MAJOR RANGE PROBLEMS AND THEIR SOLUTION
A RESUME

By EarrLe H. Crarp, Associate Chief, IForest Service

The western range has never been fully and clearly reccgnized
as one of our great natural resources along with forests, soil, wildlife,
coal, oil, iron, and other minerals.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the intrinsic value and im-
portance of the range resource to the West and to the entire country
has been seriously underestimated or entirely overlooked. Neither
is it surprising that the general public, many conservationists, and
even many western stockmen have no real appreciation of the ex-
tent to which the range has been neglected and abused, what the
consequences have been, and how these consequences have already
affected and will in the future continue to affect human welfare.

Outside of the range country the general public and even many
conservationists have gained much of what they know from fiction.
They have a hazy, distorted picture of the glamour of the cattle
country, of something far removed, unique, and picturesque which
they recognize as having colored all western thought and life.

The western stockman has been too close and too much a part of
all that has happened fully to grasp results, trends, and causes.
The changes in the resource, ordinarily deterioration, have often been
too insidious and too obscure to divert attention from what seemed
to be the immediate and compelling problems of livelihood under
strenuous competition which all too often in the early days became
open warfare. If he has known and cared, he has often been the
victim of circumstances over which, regardless of how he struggled,
he had little control. Or he has coupled his recognition with an
incorrigible optimism which counted on plentiful rains in the season
to come, or a turn in the market to make everything right in his
livestock business and also with the range itself.

Under such cirumstances only the inspired leadership which has
stirred the public to action on some other resources could have been
effective, and such leadership has been conspicuously absent.

Piecemeal attacks on the range problem have been made in the
past, but this report has been prepared in the belief that only a com-
prehensive attack on the entire range problem will suffice. Many
conditions, forces, and problems are common to the entire western
range country. Only through consideration of the whole is it possi-
able to obtain a background and a grasp which will permit sound
and lasting remedial action.!

1 The report i1s based on a large amount of information already available in the Forest
Service, together with that which could be obtained readily from State, Federal, and
other agencies, and, where time permitted, by special surveys. Where exact informa-
tion was not_available the best approximations possible under the circumstances have
Leen made. While ﬁeat accuracy cannot be clalmed for these it is believed that the
findings are substantially correct.
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ITI. THE WHITE MAN’S TOLL

By Rricmarp E. McARDLE, Director, and Davip F. Costerro, Assistant Conserva-
tionist, Rocky Mountain Forest and Range Experiment Station; E. BE. Birk-
MAIER, Range Examiner, and CarL Ewing, Forest Supervisor, North Pacific
Region; B. A. HeNDRICKS, Associate Range Examiner, Southwestern Forest
and Range Experiment Station, C. A. XurzrLes, Staff Technician, Rocky Moun-
tain Region; Arva A. SimpsoN, Associate Director, Plains Shelterbelt, and
ARNOLD R. STANDING, Range Examiner, Intermountain Region

If the “Forty-niner” could but repeat his westward journey today,
how different the range would appear! Where less than a century
ago he spent weary weeks guiding his ox team over rolling prairies,
wind-swept plains, and rugged mountains; where were but wagon
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F1GurE 23.—OWNERSHIP DISTRIBUTION OF THE PRESENT RANGE AREA.

Of the immense area of “free range”, more than half has passed into private ownership.
National forests, Indian lands, and public domain divide up about 36 percent in the
ratio, roughly, of 2-1-3.

tracks and isolated Indian villages in the days of the gold rush, he
now would find a network of roads, farmsteads, cities, and towns.
Enormous areas throughout this western country would still have
somewhat the appearance of the “endless grasslands” that he knew;
but beneath the appearance is a change that might elude the “Forty-
niner”—the great depletion in quality and quantity of the forage
resources that has taken place in the last 50 or 60 years.

Widespread, continuous, and exhaustive use of the forage has
changed the whole character of the virgin range. The outstanding
changes have been (1) the passage of much of the land from Federal
ownership to other forms of control, (2) a reduction in the area
available for range use, (3) a tremendous decrease in the quantity
and quality of the forage, and (4) deterioration of the basic resource,
the soil itself.
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