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Management of rangelands has become increasingly 
complex 
• Economically and ecologically complex 
• Growing societal demand for sustainable food systems 
• Expanding expectations for conservation practices 

 

Ongoing dialogue on sustaining 
working rangelands 
• Critical need to include the ranching 
      community 

• Perceptions 
• Experiential knowledge 
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Rancher mail survey 
• March-June 2011 
• 1700 producer members of CA Cattleman's Association 
• 509 surveys returned 

 

Semi-structured rancher interviews 
• May 2013-August 2014 
• 101 ranching families across CA 

Adaptive Rangeland Decision-Making 



  Mean Median Range 
Total size (ac) 23,240 2400 0 – 5,090,000 
Private owned (ac) 2,660 620 0 – 40,000 
Private leased (ac) 3,230 250 0 – 100,000 
Public leased (ac) 17,300 0 0 – 5,000,000 
Irrigated lands (ac) 360 2 0 – 12,000 
Total livestock 643 200 4 – 22,000 
Cow/calf pairs 288 145 0 – 8000 
Stockers 295 0 0 – 15,000 
Sheep 181 0 0 – 8,200 

Diversity and complexity of ranching operations. 

Adaptive Rangeland Decision-Making 



Demographics 
•  Median age: 62 (range of 25-93) 
•  70%  ≥ 3rd generation ranching 
•  20%  1st generation ranching 
 
Ranch Economics 
•  80% have off-ranch employment 
•  33% have other agricultural production 
•  65% consider ranching a critical source of income 
•  45% have a succession plan in place (26% in progress) 

Adaptive Rangeland Decision-Making 



Agricultural and Natural Resources Goals 

Bubble size corresponds to number of respondents indicating goal is #1 priority. 
Value is average ranking for all respondents. 



Key Management Practices 
Primary practices  

Supporting practices  



Conservation Programs Participation 

• Williamson Act most critical conservation 
program for ranchers (>75%) 
 

• ~40% of ranchers are actively involved or have 
plans to enroll in NRCS EQIP. 
 

•  ~35% of ranchers have or plan to enter into a 
conservation easement. 
 



“Biggest concerns for the future 
of your operation?” 



“Biggest concerns for the future 
of your operation?” 



“Biggest concerns for the future 
of your operation?” 

49% Government regulations/environmental policy 
43% Economic viability 
21% Succession planning 
21% Water/rainfall/weather–security of water supply  



Adaptive Rangeland Decision-Making: 
Surviving Drought 



Drought Adaptation Strategies % (n = 490) 
Pr
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Employ conservative stocking rates 34 
Incorporate pasture rest into grazing system 23 
Incorporate both cow-calf and stockers for flexibility 21 
Grass bank/Stockpile forage 12 
Use 1-3 month weather predictions to adjust stocking 11 
Add other livestock types for flexibility 3 

Re
ac

tiv
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Reduce herd size 70 
Purchase feed 69 
Apply for government assistance programs 39 
Wean early 39 
Rent additional pasture 26 
Move livestock to another location 24 
Earn off-ranch income 23 
Sell retained yearlings 22 
Place livestock in a feedlot 8 
Allow livestock  condition to decline 7 
Add alternative on-ranch enterprise 4 



Drought 
Adaptation 

• Education level 
• No. good/excellent info. 

sources 
• Generations ranching 

• Ranking of forage production 
• Average ranking of supporting goals 

• weed management, water quality, soil health, riparian health, wildlife 

• No. conservation programs 
• No. key management practices 
• No. land ownership types 

• No. reactive/proactive drought practices 
• Drought management plan in place 
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• 101 semi-structured  rancher 
interviews completed 
• Diverse strategies & goals 

 

• ~30 land manager interviews 
• Agencies, NGOs 

 

• Follow-up rangeland health and 
ranch productivity monitoring 
• Subset of participants 
• Annual monitoring 

Interviews and Field Surveys 



Interview Questions (examples) 
Operation Characteristics 
 

• ‘Annual Forage Clock’ 
• Big picture of different land and cattle types within operation 

 

• Marketing Strategies 
 

Goals & Management Strategies 
 

• What are your management goals? 
 

• What practices have been successful/unsuccessful? 
 
Adapting Management 
 

• How do you manage for drought impacts? 
 

• If another drought were to begin this year, how severely would this impact 
the economic viability of your operation? 

• . 

• If the frequency of drought were to increase, would your current strategies 
be adequate? 
 

Perspectives. 

• Thinking about the next 10 years of rangeland research in California, what 
are some of the needs/challenges you feel the UCCE should focus on? 
 

• What do you see as the major threats to California's Ranches and 
Rangelands? 



Farmer and Rancher Voices from the Drought 
A chronicle of oral stories of farming and ranching families.  
https://soundcloud.com/groups/farmer-and-rancher-voices-from-the-drought 
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