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by Lee Pitts
A Digest Exclusive
If one picture is truly werth a

thousand words, here are: two
pictures and two thousand
words why this country should not
be "Cattle Free by '93.".The picwure
on the left is of the Carrizo Plains
Natural Aréa, a 180,000 acre pre-
serve that used to_be ‘arstretch of
“short grass country’ between San
Luis Obispo and Bakersfield, Calif.
Notice [ said “used to be.’ Three
years ago, the Natuire Conservancy.
the BLM and several other agencies
started buying up . these central
valley grasslands to preserve them.
This day as we drive along through
the preserve on a newly installed
paved foad, all that is visible for

miles are tumbling tumblewceds.
This land is clearly dying.

The picture ori the right is part of
yet another ranch just a couple miles
down the road that the BLM and the
Conservancy have just added to
their growing collection. Up until one

month ago it was managed by a ran-.

cher with a lifelong history of know-
ing what is best for these Plains.
The howling wind tells the story.
Through the private lands ranch the
grass sways-in the wind. Through
the Carrizo Plains Preserve the wind
whips the tumbleweeds like a spread-
ing disease . . . killing the country as
they roll.
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Where are the
_ winners?

Marcus Rudnick remembers

.Wbo bas done a better 7obP

- when the madness began. It ‘vas in

1988 when the Nature Conservancy
bought its first 82,000 acres in the
Carrizo Plains area. It was the start
ofa BLM plan to buy up to 180,000
acres with S50 million.

‘The first land was purchased
from Oppenheimer Industries for
$14.2 million: The Conservancy put
up $4.6 million of the purchase
price, the American taxpayers un-
knowingly put up.$4 million
through the BLM, $4.6 million was
basically borrowed from the tax-
payers and Texaco was blackmailed
into putting up a million if they
wanted to develop a cogeneration
plant in the general vicinity. By now
it is a familiar scenario as the Con-
servancy acquires a thousand acres
per day.

Sixteen aitterent groups helped
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plan the preserve and Ed Hastev, a
state BLM director in 1988, said at
the time, "' The effort to protect the
Carrizo Plains by the Nature Con-
servancy, the BLM and a host of
other individual agencics has been
onc of the finest cooperative efforts
I have ever been involved in, and if
everything falls into place, everyone
will be a winner”

Today as | drive through 40
miles of the Carrizo | am hard
pressed to find a single winner.
Ranch after ranch has been bought
out — the Washburn, the KCI.. the
Amcrican Ranch, the Goodwin, the

Van Meter, the Painted Rock, and
now the latest . . . the MU.

Squeeze play

Marcus Rudnick can remember
driving cattle across the MU as far
back as 1936. Buying the ranch in
1950 was a dream come true for him.
Consisting of 23,000 deeded acres,
15,000 privately leased acres and
35,000 BLM acres, the ranch ran
2,500 cows and their calves per year
and in the good years Marcus sup-
plemented them with as many as
2,500 steers. He remembers one ex-
tremely good year when he ran 6,000
steers and had grass left over. This
year he thinks the BLM will let him
turn out 300 head on the same
ground ... but only from
December to March.

“Why is it that city folks can
understand that their lawns need to
be mowed and fertilized with steer
manure, but not our grasslands?”’
asks Marcus.

Back in 1988 when the BLM and

the Conservancy started buying up -

the Carrizo Plains, Steve McCor-
mick, a director of the Nature Con-
servancy, said, “‘1 don't think we'll
squeeze the ranchers out. The Con-
Servancy won't put pressure on peo-
ple to sell their property. If they don't
want to sell, we won't buy. Where
ranchers do want to hang on to their
property, the Conservancy works
with them.” In Rudnick’s case, that
meant getting the BLM to drastically
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reduce the number of cattle he could
turn out. Marcus bitterly accuses the
Conservancy and the BLM of work-
ing in cahoots to force him off the
Plains.

But weep no tears for Marcus. In
1983 he sold a three-quarter interest
in the MU to a partner, and it was
his partner’s decision to sell out to
the BLM and the Nature Conser-
vancy. Can you blame him; after all,
they were offering $5 million — $4.4
million put up by the BLM and
$600,000 from the Conservancy.
Now Marcus is renting the ranch
back from the Conservancy. No,
don't feel sorry for the ranchers . . .
feel for the land.

Tumbling
tumbleweeds

It's a 40-mile trek from one end
to the other of the Plains Preserve,
and I knew immediately when we
entered it. It wasn't the freshly
painted sign or the newly paved road
that was my first clue . . . it was the
size of the tumbleweeds that littered
the landscape. Marcus has never
seen the weeds so big or so bad.

“In all my 60 years of being ac-
quainted with the Carrizo Plains,”

Marcus wrote in a letter to the BLM,
“I have never seen such a prolific
crop of tumbleweeds and noxious
weeds. Your grazing practices and
land management have retarded that
area for many years to come. In years
past,’” wrote Marcus, “‘we have
grazed the tumbleweeds, as they are
high in protein when they are young,
This retarded their growth and their
very existence. Tumbleweeds and
loco weed not only suck the
moisture out of the ground, they
also crowd out the good grasses and
deplete the soil of its nutrients.”

The tumbling tumbleweeds are
not only destroying the 180,000
acres of the Preserve, they are blow-
ing on to neighboring private lands
ranches, scattering seeds as they roll,
stopped only by the occasional
fence where they pile up until they
break down the fence. Then the
weeds are free to roll again, spread-
ing leaf hoppers to nearby farm
ground.

Rat ranchers

Not only are the BLM and
Nature Conservancy growing a
bumper crop of weeds and noxious
plants, they are destroying the

Marcus Rudnick on the Preserve, with tumbleweeds as far as
he eye can see. “'There’s never been a better crop,” he says.
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vegetation needed to preserve the
nine endangered species . . . which
is supposedly why they bought the
land in the first place. “Not only
have you ruined the country,” Mar-
cus told the BLM, “‘you have either
killed or driven away the quail, kit
fox, elk, antelope and other wildlife
by your policy of not grazing”

In the six hours that we traveled
the plains that day, this author saw
only one of the Giant Kangaroo rats
that the ecological preserve was in-
tended to save. It was on a nearby
private lands ranch ... another
ranch that the Conservancy has its
eye on to buy. Although the
ecologists may think of cattle
manure as unsightly, the rats get
seeds and moisture from it.

This is short grass country . . .
good grass, but short. Without cat-
tle grazing the land, the grass grows
taller. Unfortunately, “‘the rats won't
breed in tall grass; it makes them
nervous when they can't see very far
At least that's what the rat professors
have told me’" says Marcus. "By
their policy of not grazing, they are
killing the rats off.”

Marcus used to pay
$40,000 per year in
property faxes juston
the MU; now that money
is gone from the county
cofters. Neither the
Conservancy nor the

BLM will pay property
toxes on this preserve,

- The tumbleweeds are sucking
the moisture out of the ground, kill-
ing off the native grasses which is
where the rats used to get some of

their moisture. Now the rats are
scurrying for neighboring grass-
lands. Just like the antelope and elk
that were planted on these Plains a
couple years ago, they too have fled
the scene in search of water

From Russia with hope

The country looks dead. Some of
the ground has been put into the
CRP by the Conservancy. There are
few signs of life. The occasional
houses that dot the landscape on the
Plains are either empty or provide
temporary housing for the rat

"In all my 60 years of
being acquainted
with the Carrizo Plains,”
Marcus wiote in a
letter to the BLM,,
"Thave never seen
such a prolific crop
of tumbleweeds and
NOXious weeds.
Your grazing
practices and land
management have
Ietcrded that area for
maony years to come.”

counters or the Conservancy care-
takers. Marcus is getting to know
these folks quite well. When a prob-
lem arises with the 150 miles of pipe-
line on the ranch or a pump goes
out, Marcus notifies them and they
notify somebody else. The pumps
don't get fixed. Wildlife doesn’t get
watered.

It is also the caretakers’ job to
count the cattle that belong to Mar-
cus to make sure they stay where
they are supposed to. For every day
they stay too long or are somewhere
they shouldn't be, Marcus will be
fined $10 per day per head!

Yes, it is hard to tind the winners,
Certainly not the county residents.
Marcus used to pay $40,000 per year
in property taxes just on the MU;
now that money is gone from the
county coffers. Neither the Conser-
vancy nor the BLM will pay prop-
erty taxes on this preserve. That
would be like taking money from
one pocket and putting it in another
pocket . . . one with a hole in it.

There is irony here on the Plains.
The tumbling tumbleweeds are also
known as Russian Thistle. Marcus
Rudnick’s parents escaped from
Russia during the Russian Revolu-
tion. They left because private prop-
erty was being confiscated and more
power was being put in the hands of
the central government. Oscar Rud-
nick, Marcus’ father, felt suffocated.
So he came to the new country
where the people held the power.
Oscar landed on Ellis [sland with 35
cents to his name and ended up
owning a ranching empire. But to-
day, his sons and grandchildren are
being forced off the land by a
government that wants to put more
power back in the hands of the fed-
eral government . . . Russia style.

Today in Russia they are paying
a high price for decades of suf-
focating government control. In
Russia they are attempting to give
more power to the people, while in
this country it is exactly the op-
posite. Our government, which is
trillions of dollars in debt and incap-
able of taking care of the one-third
of this country it already owns,
wants more . . . and more . . . where
and when does it end?

Just as those tumbling tumble-
weeds are spreading across the Car-
rizo Plains, leaving dead and dying
ground in their wake, so too is a
deadly disease creeping across this
country of ours. If you want proof,
just spend a day on the Plains.





