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I: Interviewer
R: Respondent

I: Alright _, can you tell me about your role with Extension — what you do and who you
work with?

R: Ok, so of course, _ with Luna County Extension, located out of Deming, New Mexico.

_, so | deal with all aspects of agriculture including ranching

and cattle production in Luna County.
I: Nice! How long have you been working in this position?
R: It’ll be twelve years in August.

I: Oh wow, congratulations. That’s exciting. And this next question is kind of tricky, but what are
ranching operations like in Luna County? And | understand it can vary so much, so whatever details you
can tell me would be great.

R: Well okay, so of course in Luna County being laid out in a Chihuahuan Desert setting, it’s a tough way
to make a living for sure. And there’s a lot of management that goes into having these cows here, ya
know, we look somewhere in the neighborhood of 3-5 cows per sections and that’s probably high on
most years. Some of this stuff may be more like a cow-calf pair to a section or something like that. A lot
of this, ya know, doesn’t work without proper management, and a lot of that being we supplement and
travel long ways from water. These cows have to be pretty well adapted — the cattle that we run here —
have to be pretty well adapted to this country. Ya know, you’re not going to see a lot of cattle brought in
from the north. Maybe some bulls, but most of the time we’ll use a yearling bull to get them adapted
and acclimated before we start to have them service these cows. But most of these cows are from the
southwest region. Either we grow them ourselves or from different ranches around, maybe buy
replacement heifers off of them or something like that and grow them up in this desert setting. As you
get up in the northern part of this county, we start getting into some rockier, more mountainous,
country and the feed gets a little bit better there. Of course our grass, a lot of our grammas and that sort
of thing, but still a tough way to make a living here in Luna County is running beef cows. And these guys
gotta be very attentive to what they’re doing — either moving these cows around to different ranches
they may have or different pastures they may have as well as keeping feed supplement out, and I've
talked about that a little bit already. But ya know, range tubs, range cubes, maybe molasses to
supplement in the way of syrup, and of course hay feeding as we’re going into supposedly the rainy
season, the monsoon season. We haven’t had a whole lot around yet. We were fortunate this year to
have a bit of fall and winter moisture, so that’s carried us a long way into this ol’ hot summer, but now
when we get into over a hundred [degrees] everyday, that pretty much knocks anything back we had in
the way of forbs and weeds and that sort of thing. And ya know, grass out here on this lower country is



all tabosa, so we don’t really get any green-up until we get about an inch of rain on that stuff, and then
we need a couple of tenths every couple of days for a while or half inch every week to kind of get it
greened up where these cows can get a hold of it and actually start doing some good again. So right
now, we're supplement feeding. | did the USDA NASS report this morning — survey — and | called that
about 90% of our cow herd was receiving supplement feeding, so we do a lot of supplement feeding
here so. | hope that kind of gave you the lay of the land of where we’re at here. | don’t know if that
answered your question or not, | kind of beat around the bush.

I: No, no! That was really informative, and | had no idea about the state of supplement feeding here. |
was thinking how nice a molasses supplement sounds to me right now, but | know those cows would
much rather have grass of some sort, so I’'m sure that’s a really challenging landscape to navigate — grass
availability and supplement costs. Can you describe the changes, either related to climate or landscape,
that you’ve seen in the last twenty years?

[05:00]
And if you haven’t been there that long, just as far back in your memory would be great.

R: Okay! Yeah, so I’'m a native of Luna County. | went away for a little bit for college, and | worked in
Texas for a while, but as a whole, | think our weather pattern and way that moisture falls, that would
probably be the largest change I've seen. We've always had the heat and the way it comes on through
these months of June, July, and August. But the thing that’s kind of been what | would call different for
us is where our rains actually fall. We always look for July, from about July 4t forward to receive our
rains. In recent years, we’ve seen a lot more of our fall and winter moisture probably than we’ve ever
had, and that’s probably been in the last 3-5 years. So that’s been the biggest change. Now, don’t get
me wrong — not so much this last year but 3 to 5 back — we also received some decent summer rains,
monsoon rains, but it wasn’t general. Spots of the county received it, where we didn’t get a good
general rain like we used to. So my biggest thing would just be our rain pattern’s a little bit different, but
we probably still receive our annual rainfall which is about 8.6 inches, but I'd have to say on the last few
years that would be a touch higher but it kind of came at a time of year where it puts some moisture in
the ground but it really didn’t produce feed for us. So that’s probably my biggest change that I've seen is
we’ve seen the moisture, and that’s great because it puts moisture in the ground, but we don’t get any
real good out of it because it falls after we’ve frosted over here.

I: Yeah, that’s hard. You know rain is being helpful and hitting certain places, but if it’s not helping the
grasses grow and the other parts of the ecosystem that relies on the rain, that can be tricky. How do you

see things changing in the next 20 years?

R: Oh boy, hah! If | could predict that, I'd probably be a rich man! Boy, that’s kind of a tough question. As
far as weather, how do | see it changing? Is that what you're asking?

I: Yes sir!



R: Well, I'm speculating here, so | would say it would probably remain on the pattern that we’re looking
at now, kind of what we’ve been discussing. Ya know, we might receive some of our summer rains. |
think most of it is going to fall in the fall of the year and carry on into the winter.

I: Well, I’'m placing your bet, and I'll get back in touch with you in twenty years.

R: Yeah! In twenty years if I’'m still around, yeah I’'d wanna see how that worked out!

I: Hah! How do the differential rain patterns, how does that affect livestock producers in Luna County?
R: So basically what you’re asking is how do they manage around these rain patterns?

I: Yes! Asking that as well as any problems that it produces for them.

R: Okay, well we kind of started out with this, | kind of got ahead of myself. Our biggest deal is bridging
the gap between when we receive rain and when we don’t. A lot of supplement feeding goes on here,
and I'm talking a truck load after truck load of feed goes to these cattle to keep them in here. We
reduced our herds probably ten-twelve years ago. We cut these cow numbers back at least a quarter to
what we used to have, maybe more. We’ve built them back up probably, but I'd say a quarter of our
cows went away ten years ago and we haven’t put them back just for the simple fact that our pattern
has been that we’re going to have to feed kind of year-round type of deal, or nine months out of the
year.

[10:00]

We're going to have to keep some kind of supplement feed out for these cows. When it got real, real dry
here in the early 2000s as it did all over the nation, a lot of our cow numbers went away, as well as if
you’ll remember, | think it was 2003 or 2005, when the BSE scare came in? A lot of our cow inventory
numbers went away with all of that because our beef market went to pot, and we’ve never really
recovered all of those numbers | don’t think. | don’t see that number there. But my biggest deal for
management is that these folks have to spend so much money to keep the cow herd that they have.
That’s their biggest management thing is keeping these things going along and keeping the ranches
stocked, so like | said maybe at 75% capacity. So that’s reduced our revenue on calves being sold, as well
as culled cows and bulls being sold because they’re just not there. So our biggest management deal
would be that we have to feed to bridge those gaps to keep in business.

I: Are there strategies currently on the ground or thoughts in place about ways that might be done?

R: Ya know, I've had some folks try the rotational grazing, to do an intensity grazing rotation pattern.
We've tried some of that. This wasn’t done in recent years, probably 5 or 8 years ago. But the problem is
is that there’s just not enough forage on the ground to make it feasible to keep rotating those cattle
through it. They would be better off, | hate to use this term, but sometimes we’re better off just to dry-
lot these cows and feed them up close to the house versus having them spread out where we have to
travel further. Some of our BLM and state land, there are some rules and regulations that we have to be



real careful in how to feed them with hay and that sort of stuff. And so yeah! Some of these guys will
bring them up closer to their headquarters or their house and just kind of feed them until we start
getting some rain. And so, strategy would be to do whatever it takes to keep them fed. | know it sounds
like I’'m beating the same drum, but that’s just the nuts and bolts to keeping our cattle on these ranches,
is we have to bridge that gap a lot of feeding them.

I: No, that makes perfect sense. And gosh | can imagine folks are travelling great distances to check on
cows and feeding cows given the lay of the landscape in Luna County. Is that correct as well?

R: It is, yes. But the county is not very populated and you’re driving a long way to get anywhere
anyways. Another thing that | would say, I've had some guys do this, is they’ve gone over to like
Alamogordo and lease some of that McGregor range over there as well as the Otera Mesa and some of
that stuff. So we’ve actually had cattle move out of here, they’ll go lease some country over there, and
let their ranch rest. Maybe they get a little more rain over there, or at least get some bigger area over
there for these cows to mill around and make a living and let our place, maybe we’re catching some
rain, let it grow back a little bit and recover, but you can’t hardly do that when some of those leases over
there are going for over fifty dollars a head unit. That gets pretty pricey too. You can feed quite a few
cattle for that. So | have a lot of people having to weigh the pros against the cons — should they move
them, crate them somewhere? Or should they just leave them right here and bring them every bite that
they’re eating to keep them in a body-score condition that keeps them healthy and able to breed back
and raise a calf and ween that calf for us.

I: Yeah, | was curious if that was something that a lot of folks were doing, but after hearing how
expensive it is, | would assume it prevents a lot from doing it. Yeah, | it’s a gamble too if you're unsure if
it’s going to rain while the cows are away and if your land will actually recover in the meantime.

R: Right.

I: Darn! Do you see a lot of people taking that chance though? | know there a lot of factors but what's
the outlook for most people?

R: I could probably count on one hand the amount of producers that would even look at moving their
cattle of their ranch. It’s not that big of a deal, but | do have some larger guys that think about that and
that have done it.

I: Has it been successful for the most part?

R: I would say it was about fifty percent successful. And talking to them, I’'m not sure they would ever do
it again! That’s a huge undertaking.

I: Gosh, yeah! Just moving yourself across the state is tricky, not to mention fifty-plus cows going with
you.

R: Yeah, or two or three hundred.



I: Oh my word, absolutely! What other resources are folks using? And these could be tools, educational
programs, whatever comes to mind that people are looking into as a means to combat or cope with
these various rainfall patterns.

R: Well, ya know there are several different programs that are offered through NRCS. A lot of our guys
take part in USDA NRCS stuff. Cooperative Extension has been a big part with them as well. We go
through our herd health programs. Ya know, until COVID hit, ya know we were doing at least 2 of those
a year, maybe 3. We’d go over everything from herd health to how to manage the drought to different
feed supplements to different mineral programs you should be on, weed control in the way of noxious
and invasive weeds. Of course, | work with the Soil and Water Board here to convey a lot of that
knowledge to producers. Basically just educational workshops and things like that are probably the most
beneficial and probably the most utilized that we have and that being through Farm Service Agency,
NRCS, and Cooperative Extension Service. So all three of us are kind of big players for our producers.

I: Do you see other technical assistance folks, or is it pretty much these people?

R: I'll give you an example. Here in the last five years, we’ve done some rainfall insurance work. We've
had a couple guys come in a sell drought insurance to these guys, and some of those folks have really
taken part. And if they offer some of them, | don’t try to pry into what they received, but that’s been
some help, those guys showing them some things. But as far as some technical stuff that’s come out, I'd
have to say no.

I: Interesting! For all of the producers who are in Luna County, would you say a good bit of them coming
to y’all for help or do you have a lot of folks who try to figure it out on their own? What does that look
like?

R: I would say that probably anywhere from 75 to 80 percent of our producers are involved with us, and
then we have those folks who are just going to do what they’re going to do and it doesn’t matter what
you tell them or try to show them.

[20:00]

They're just set in the way they are going to do it. But | would say probably annually, we reach 75
percent of our people. And that’s all producers, from the guy who has twenty cows to the guy that has
up to four or five thousand cows.

I: Wow, that’s a big reach! They’re obviously different in the size of operations, but are there similar
characteristics among the people who do come to y’all for help?

R: Yeah, | would say there are — how should | put this? They encourage any type of help we can offer up
and they are always willing to learn. Ya know, they’ll take a little piece of it, they may not take it all, but
they’ll take a little piece and go home and try it. So | guess we keep it interesting enough to keep them
coming back! So yeah, they’re always willing to try to learn something at one of these deals.



I: Haha! That’s awesome! Yeah, I’'m sure the programs are great. What I’'m hearing with most folks is just
getting them in the door is huge because like you said, they may not try everything, but something
might change that could be a huge game changer for them. Now, do you see a lot of folks who kind of
run into no longer being able to cope with these challenges posed by the climate?

R: Oh boy!
I: I know it’s heavy!

R: Let me think about that one a sec. | would say that for a majority of our people, our producers, they
are pretty well in it for the long haul. These are traditional ranches that maybe have been passed down,
maybe it’s the third or fourth generation on it. | don’t see much fall-out from just getting drought or the
market or — not many of these ranches change hands. The old ranches don’t. There are a few little ones
that do. Kind of the weekend warrior. But these established ranches, those guys are pretty determined
and that’s what kept them together. Ya know, having deep roots to a ranch and figuring out a way to do
it. Ya know, if you think back here to 2014 to 2016 when the cattle market was the highest it’s ever been
and probably will never see that price again — well | shouldn’t say that, we have a bet going for twenty
years, so.

I: Haha!

R: That helped bail a lot of these guys out. And what | mean by that is hopefully a lot of them got their
ground paid for, that if there was any debt on them we got those paid for when those cattle were worth
three times what they are now. And it increased that profitability on a large enough scale to make a
difference to kind of set them up for life. That’s kind of how | look at that. If somebody didn’t get all
their finances straightened out right there and then, you probably weren’t going to get just going along
as we are now. So | think that was probably the biggest thing that helped my guys was get a lot of their
cattle paid for, a lot of their land paid for, and maybe most of their machinery. So, ya know, | know
that’s kind of the long way around the barn, but most of these guys are pretty well — ya know, they may
have a line of credit to operate to buy feed, to maybe buy some cattle, but hopefully they’re paying out
every year now. Hopefully have a lot of their mortgages taken care of.

[25:00]

So | think we’re kind of set on these people being here. They’ve had to adapt to this country. And | think
they’re here.

I: That's great to hear! | always get nervous asking that question because it can be super hard and sad,
and this is a very hopeful response, and I’'m grateful for that. Do you see — you mentioned there are

multi-generational operations — do you see a lot of people coming back to the ranch to take over?

R: Do you mind restating that a little bit? It was kind of cutting out on the phone.



I: Oh I’'m sorry! | was talking about how you said a lot of these ranches were multi-generational, and I'm
curious if there are the kids or young folks coming back to take over?

R: Ok, now that’s a difficult question! Ha!
I: Oh boy, haha!

R: [Sighs] how do | see that? Yeah, these have been multiple generational ranches, with most of our guys
probably reaching seventy years old. Between 60 and 70 years old. And I’'m thinking — this is just kind of
a shot in the dark, just thinking about our demographics around here — that about 1 in 7 of these
ranches have somebody to come back. A kid, a niece, a nephew, a younger person that maybe a rancher
is helping them get started. | don’t see a whole lot of young people coming back, let’s just put it like
that.

I: I've heard that quite a bit unfortunately. Are there programs in the area or other resources that
people are using to connect young people to agriculture or with families with people who aren’t family
members, or things of that sort?

R: Well, actually the New Mexico Farm Bureau does a good job with their Young Farmer and Rancher
program. We actually have a young man who serves on the Board here with me that is actually our
district rep for them. So | know they have a network for the younger folks. And | know there are some
programs through the USDA, the first-time farmer and rancher programs. Of course through
Cooperative Extension, we’ve done the New Mexico Youth Ranch Management Camp, | don’t know if
you’re familiar with that or not, where we usually take 20-30 kids to a ranch for a week, let them take
part in all the different aspects of ranching that they may be faced with in New Mexico. But as far as a
lot of formal programming, | do not see that. | think the younger generation has to go look for it to find
some help with that.

I: Yeah! There are only so many resources — or that will only be as helpful as folks that are interested in
getting into that and curious about the industry. Is that what you're saying?

R: Right.

I: Yeah! That’s really interesting. I've chatted with some people whose ideas for tackling these
challenges is definitely reaching these younger generations who have nothing to do with agriculture and
convincing them to get into this industry whether that be through neat documentaries or other things of
that sort to highlight this world. But | think I’'m going to have to look into that camp because it sounds
like something | want to do! That’s really good to know about.

[30:00]

Alright _ you mentioned regenerative, or rotational grazing, excuse me, and other
solutions that you think would be helpful in combatting these challenges you see in these areas. But



thinking big, and like if you could do anything, what solutions would you put into practice or maybe see
other folks put into practice, but just haven’t yet or can’t?

R: Okay, well one big thing, and we have some guys who are pro-active in this, is our brush control. We
start looking at creosote, | think that’s one of our biggest threats, but it’s bigger than that because
creosote grows there because nothing else will. | think soil health and soil biology is a huge factor. If we
can clear up the brush and do something to kind of reclaim this ground. But it would take so much
money and time and | just don’t know if it’s feasible to do all of that. Down here in some of this lower
country from here to the Mexican border, that’s just all it is is creosote and sand dunes. So we have a
hard time getting anything established. Now we have been successful in some of projects of treating
creosote, but you’re talking 20 to 25 years for this stuff to recover. A lot of these guys don’t have the
time or the money to do that. You're talking about a guy being 70 years old and you’re asking him to kill
brush and replant grass, well he’ll be 90 years old by the time he sees any benefits. So he’s going to tell
you pretty much to just go jump in a lake. He's just trying to make it a couple more years and hang it up.
Either sell it or pass it on to his kid, or nephew, or niece. So I've see that. We've talked about the
rotational grazing a little bit, but it’s time and labor intensive and really doesn’t get that much benefit
for the effort that goes into it. So | don’t think that’s the answer unless you have one of these better
ranches that has some turf, or what | call it, a turf ranch. Something that’s grass versus shrubbery and all
that stuff. A lot of this country, if you try to rotational graze it, it’s just not going to happen because
there’s not enough to carry those cattle along anyways. So | would say that brush control would be big
for us but it also comes with a waiting period if you will.

I: Yeah, it seems like with a lot of this that timing and time is not on our side for the most part, but |
think southwest New Mexico definitely, if it can reduce some shrub and restore to some grassland, that
would be. . . gosh, so cool. I'd love to see it. Well, is there anything else that might have come to mind
that you would like to share?

R: Hm, no. | just don’t know if | was able to answer your questions for what you were looking for. |
would ask if there was something you needed to ask or clarify to get what you were looking for, then to
please ask me again. But | mean, that’s pretty much Luna County ranching in a nut shell.

I: No, that was so helpful! | learned so much!

R: Yeah, it’s not an easy task!

[35:00]

I: What I’'m hearing is it’s hard country, but resilient people, and there’s good things going on and that
could happen, so I'm excited. | guess one thing that you could clarify, and I’'m sorry if you’re repeating
this, but the size of ranches in Luna County?

R: Well okay, ya know we have some guys that have ranches that are a hundred sections. We have some

guys that have multiple ten-section ranches. So to come in here and ask what the size of ranches are in
Luna County, | would have to say probably between 25 and 30 sections if you put it on an average, with



some of those being a lot bigger. Ya know, | have a family here that has ground in this county, they
ranch here, they ranch in Grant County, and they ranch in Hidalgo County. And those are the kind of
guys I'm talking about that have four to five thousand cows. We have one local rancher here that runs
about 3500 cows, probably has about 300 sections tied up, so if we looked at it on a graph it’s
somewhere in the neighborhood of 25-30 sections would be the average. But to give you an idea of
what that looks like, you’ll have a guy with one to two sections and another with 300 sections. So, it’s
kind of all over the board. But | would go in to say that 30 sections is about the average. Might be a
touch bigger than that.

I: Okay! That’s good to know. And then lastly, down the line we’re hoping to chat with livestock
producers themselves, just because we know that each individual experience can be so different from
the next, and I’'m wondering if you know anybody who might be interested in chatting with us?

R: Okay, can | actually get back to you and email you their names and numbers? I'd like to visit with
them before I just throw them to the wolves.

I: Of course! Totally! And if it helps, | can give you a heads up when we’re thinking about starting that
process, just so you don’t have to do anything right away or anything like that. I'll reach out again.

R: Yeah! Just give me a reminder email. That will give me a chance to chat with them. A lot of these
times, we don’t get a good interview because we don’t set it up correctly. And a lot of these guys will go
“What?” and hang up. If they’ve been conditioned a little bit, with “hey someone is going to try to call
you and talk with you a little bit about your management techniques,” they are a little more apt to talk
then. So that would just be a little courtesy that | owe my guys, to give them a heads up.

I: | completely understand! | definitely don’t want to blindside or inconvenience anyone, so | definitely
appreciate your strategy. And I'll definitely follow up with you soon. In the meantime, I'll transcribe our
interview into a Word Document and send it over to you for your memoir or just to make sure | caught
everything correctly. And then of course I’'m happy to keep you updated with any findings or project-
related events like workshops if you're interested.

R: Okay! And the other thing that we might talk about, and | think | alluded to this early on, is a lot of
these ranches are state and BLM leases. We don’t have a lot of deeded land per se, | mean a majority of
it is public land that these guys are making a living on. So | think that’s important to know too. These
guys are not in this solely alone, especially on the brush control. A lot of this is public land and if we
started new projects on this, it would be for the benefit of generations to come, not just who we’re
working with. | go over to the east side of the state where - is from and visit with those guys and
people in agriculture and go to the northern part and they have no idea what we do over here, and they
just think we are completely crazy to try and stay in the cattle business down here.

[40:00]
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It’s always kind of unique to me to go listen to some of their stories and tell some of ours and they think
I’m just BSing them but I’'m completely serious when I'm telling them. So that’s how diverse New Mexico
is! You can drive five hours and everything be totally different.

I: Yeah! It blows my mind! Do you see a lot of producers having two separate management plans
because they have some private and some public?

R: No, | don’t. | think these guys are trying to do the best with what they have whether it’s their deeded
ground or state or lease, and of course their feet are held by the fire with how many cows they can have
on that leased ground. Ya know, | think like we talked, we’re at 75% capacity and | don’t think anyone is
trying to push the envelope to hurt this country any more than it’s already been hurt for the last
hundred years. So | don’t see them doing two different plans, | just see them doing a fairly good job with
what they have to work with.

I: | can imagine too with the regulations too that some land managers put on people that it would be
hard to do anything other than that, like in addition to anything other than what they have to do on
public land.

R: Yep.

I: It’s always so interesting hearing about the public lands’ role in all of this too. Especially in this part of
the state! _ thank you so much for taking the time to talk with me. Again, | really learned
so much, and I’'m excited to keep learning more in this part of the state.

R: Well, like | say, every part has its beauty. People come here and say “I can’t believe you live here,”
and I'll say “let’s go look around a bit.” And then they start to see the beauties that we do have. Like |

said, every part of the country, | don’t care where you go, there are pros and cons to living there.

I: Oh my gosh, ain’t that the truth. And the lesser-known positive parts, you kind of don’t want people to
know about so you can keep it to yourself!

R: Right! Well, like | said, if you need anything else, just shoot me an email. With this wacky schedule
we’re on, I'm usually here Mondays, sometime in the mornings, but almost every afternoon I’'m here.
And I’'m here Wednesday mornings and afternoons, and Friday I’'m here all day.

I: Okay, that’s perfect. Thank you so much!

R: My other staff comes in the other days. But you can just email me or call me on those days, and if |
don’t answer or maybe took the day off, | will get back in touch with you.

I: | believe that! It's been so easy to chat with you.

R: Well | just hope it’s been worthwhile and what you were looking for. So many times I’'m like ah, | don’t
know!
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I: No, don’t you doubt it at all! This was exactly what I’'m looking for. And it’s hard to know exactly what
you want to say in these because there is so much to talk about too. But this is exactly what | needed,
and I'll be sure to reach out if | come across another question or need clarifying.

R: Great! Very good.

I: Have a great rest of the day and stay safe!

R: Same to you, thanks!

I: Thank you, bye!



Interview: 2

7/13/20

Transcription: M. Dinan
7/14/20

I: Interviewer
R: Respondent

I: Well to begin, tell me about your role as Otero County’s Extension Ag. Agent.

R | 5.t we're fortunate — we

have an FCS agent as well as a 4-H agent. So the bulk of my time is devoted to agriculture, or things
pertaining to agriculture, here in the county. We're the second largest — the second largest
geographically here in the state. We have one major city — Alamogordo — and some smaller communities
around. The bulk of our agriculture is limited to the irrigation areas we have up and down the Penasco,
the Fresnel, Tularosa Creek, as well as our ground water wells we use out in the basin. We grow
pistachios, fruit trees, forage crops, no real truck crops, no real chile of any consequence. We have a
couple farmers markers — about three of those scattered around the county when they’re up going. So
we have small producers that will take stuff to that. But the vast majority of our agriculture is utilizing
our native rangelands for the grazing of cattle. That said, there’s only about 18,000 head of cattle here in
the county, and that varies from year to year as we were talking about depending on drought and forage
availability. 11 percent of the county is deeded land, the rest is — 11 percent is tribal land, and the rest is
federal or state lands. So that includes national monuments, national forest, BLM land, and state land,
as well as a very large military reservation that goes the full length of our county.

I: How long have you worked in this position, or how long have you worked in New Mexico? Are you
pretty familiar with this area?

. And then about not
quite 5 years ago, | went back to work for the University, and in this position as an extension agent. My
career has always been related to the livestock industry, most specifically cattle.

I: Wow, it seems like a really exciting career path you’ve taken, and that helps me with my next
question: I'd like to know how you would describe the changes you’ve seen in your region related to
climate and landscape in the last 20 years.

R: So I'll go back further than that. My dad was a range and wildlife biologist for the US Forest Service. |
spent many hours travelling with him as a youngster. | saw these forests as well as forests in other parts
of the state. I've watched them over the years — encroachment of timber and brush species has
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increased drastically. The number of elk have gone up significantly, the number of mule deer have gone
down significantly. The number of permitted animal units have probably gone down.

[05:00]

... So we've always cycled through in my years since the late - early seventies is when | can really
remember things and talk to it. We’ve gone through wet and dry years, dominated more by dry years
than wet years. And producers have always just had to adapt depending on the availability of forage.

I: | definitely want to talk more about their adaptation strategies, but I’'m also curious how you see
things changing looking forward the next twenty years?

R: Well, I think land managers are going to have to go manage their lands. | truly believe a lot of our
agencies are stymied by the inability to implement alternative grazing strategies, to do logging, to do
thinning, do brush control on a large scale. Here in the Sacramento’s, I‘'ve been involved in the Southern
Sacramento Restoration project, that’s been put on hold. Between endangered species and other things,
special interest groups have lobbied successfully, or sued successfully, to shut some of that down, if not
indefinitely at least temporarily. So what happens is, and we’re seeing it here, is we’re seeing a big loss
to our native range lands. They’re still there, the acreage is still there; however, the open, savanna-type
rangelands are disappearing. And | think it’s a combination of things, but that needs to be addressed
because it's extremely expensive to try and restore those, and even if you're a private land owner you're
not going to pay for that restoration with the revenue you derive through cattle raising and riding. We
work on these projects and grants, | work for the Soil and Water Conservation District, I’'m on the board
of the Southcentral Mountain Rural Conservation Development Council — Committee. So | see first- hand
a lot of the projects we have going, and those are wonderful — those projects are great. It’s just that a
small percentage of what needs to be done. And | think a lot of folks will point fingers at public land
managers, but | don’t think it’s entirely their fault. They have a lot to deal with — those special interest
groups are tough. One problem we have here in the Sacramento’s, is we have a pretty significant
population of feral horses, and that situation is just at a standstill. Nothing is being done significantly,
other than on tribal lands or places like that, and that’s very detrimental to our range and very
detrimental to our environment, and we need to get some solutions to those. Both sides of the table
need to come together. Right now, some of the special interest groups don’t want to see anything
happen to these horse populations, and I'm telling you we have thousands of head here that need to be
counted and under control for both wildlife as well as livestock.

I: How do you talk about these challenges with livestock producers?

R: Well they know the challenges. It’s preaching to the choir when you do that. Some of our livestock
producers are pretty progressive and some of them not so much, so in some instances | think there’s
been a wedge driven between public land managers and livestock producers. I'd like to see practices like
they’ve done in Arizona and other states where they bring in public land users as well as public land
managers and they will make up a board — ya know, an advisory board — that looks at alternative
management practices. That just hasn’t happened here.
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I: Do you think that — is there a reason why that hasn’t happened here?
[10:00]

R: I don’t know if there’s a definite reason, | think there’s a lot of hard things that have to be overcome.
And | think we need, we need more people in the public land management sector that have a better
concept of how livestock production can go hand-in-hand with regenerative grazing, wildlife
management, and healthy ecosystems. There’s a mindset quite frequently across the whole United
States that livestock are a detriment and not an asset to range management. And most good range
managers who have seen what proper grazing can do understand that those work together and not
against each other. But that mindset is getting further and further away.

I: Yeah, | feel | hear about that mindset often and how different that can be — but the goals can be the
exact same, the ideas people have about them are conflicting and it makes it harder on management.

R: Well, I think part of that is an educational process. I’'m on the Board of Directors for New Mexico
Cattlegrowers, and when | go to meetings or activities — and again, it’s people preaching to the choir —
we need people from all the various agencies as well as producers to come together and discuss these
things. And then, quite frankly, the public interest groups need to be educated properly. | think they
move a lot on emotion, especially in the case of feral horse, they don’t move on science. And they get
threads or portions of information that is not complete, and they base their arguments on segments of
information instead of getting the whole picture. And that’s tough [cuts out]. . . you can be proactive
and try to educate, but if people have made up their mind, a lot of them don’t want to be confused by
the facts.

I: Yeah, | can imagine that having new information might change the agenda they have in mind. Thinking
about these relationships with private interest groups, and relationships public land managers, and of
course the dryer and hotter climate, how does all of that threaten producers in Otero County?

R: Repeat that again? How does what threaten what?
I: Oh, how do all of these challenges threat producers?

R: So, the biggest thing is, even in good years, our native range requires several acres to the animal unit,
right? And it can vary greatly in my county, | go from the high desert at about 4000 feet up into alpine
area where we get considerably more rainfall. That said, it still — in either locale and between those
locations — it requires a fairly large acreage to run an animal unit. And you understand animal units, so
I’'m not going to get into that. So the way it threatens us is, is we have pressure from agencies because
they have to comply with other groups. We have an extreme amount of pressure from the invasion of
both native and non-native species of vegetation, right? And then we go through years where it’s not
raining properly. | do a forage loss assessment every fall — well, | work on it in the summer and again in
the fall, but since I’'ve had this job —it’s going on 5 years now — our monsoon season has come later each
summer, it’s been pushed back and pushed back. Even in years where we get close to normal rainfall,
that rain doesn’t fall timely enough for what we would normally frown in the form of vegetation. So the
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challenge for producers is when do | make the decision to down-stock? And most of them have done
that, | don’t know who — there are very few who are up at capacity for their allotment or for their own
private lands. Most of them are below that. And ironically, most of them don’t report that they
downsize because they’re scared federal land managers will cut their permit if they know they
voluntarily do that. So they’ll pay for their full allotment, for their full head count, even though they may
not be grazing it at that time. And ya know, | wish we could get past that because it would be good fuel
to show agencies that producers are voluntarily cutting down their numbers, and that would help them
sell the ranchers’ cause to the general public. But you can’t blame the producer for being slightly
skeptical that if | voluntarily cut my numbers, what’s going to keep them from saying “you know you're
right, let’s go ahead and go to these numbers.” They want the opportunity, when they get more rain,
when they get more forage, to stock back up a little.

I: Yeah, and just to have that information over the years to see trends — truthful trends —

R: Exactly, it would be more representative of what’s actually out there. And that’s why when | tell you
we have around 18000 head of cattle, | think that varies a lot. | think we have some producers may not
have a good count of what they have, and | think we have others that don’t have that but they’ll let that
number ride so they can maintain their allotments.

I: I'm curious though, why would they get in trouble for —

R: Oh they won't get in trouble, they’re concerned that if they voluntarily downsize, like they often do,
and they report that, then the powers at be in the bureaucratic system will say “ok if you’re going to cut
your permit from 400 to 350, we’re going to go ahead and do that too and we won’t charge you for the
other fifty head.” And the history has shown us that when allotments are cut, they are not restored to
their previous carrying numbers.

I: Right, it’s like we’re seeing you operate at this number, why go any higher. That’s tricky yeah, wow.
You mentioned earlier these adaptation strategies that producers are using, because we know they are
so resilient and so innovative, can you tell me about the strategies producers are using in Otero County?

R: Well mostly they’ll do deferment, they’ll try to rotate around. They’ll have to come down in numbers,
that’s just a given. We know that when it’s dry or when we don’t have forage, we can’t feed our way
through a drought. I'll have producers — | have some that | know quite well — that have leased
alternative grazing so that they don’t have to get their numbers down and can continue forward.
Because, quite frankly, we don’t have a lot of really huge producers. We have some few pretty good
sized permits, but for the most part this is a second job. It is a revenue they derive from their agriculture
enterprise, but it’s not one that furnishes everything for the household. Many of them have to do other
things so that they can ranch.

I: What are the other incomes that people are pursuing?

R: Oh various things, whatever kind of job they can have to have a day job. They do this on the side.
Some of them ranch full time. Some of the ones that ranch full time will work with other people related
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to agriculture to help supplement that ranching. Not a whole lot of fee hunting or things like that
because there’s so much public lands. There’s not large sections of deeded lands where that comes into
play, so most of them do that.

[20:00]

... And our country doesn’t always lend itself to intensive grazing systems, because it is so rugged and
much of it is so remote, and trying to implement herd-type grazing is extremely laborious and not
practical, and most people are stocking at a moderate rate and their cattle is dispersed over a very large
area.

I: Are there other barriers to adaptation as a result of these agencies, or other factors?

R: Sure, and it’s kind of the nature of the beast. We have a lot of allotments up in the high country and
most — not all of them, but a lot — are seasonal. So let’s say they come on in May and go off in October.
And when you do that every year, year after year, on the same pastures for grazing cattle at the same
time, there’s no interruption or altering the removal of forage on those allotments. We just stock lightly
so that we can disperse. But in those same allotments, we’re contending with high numbers of elk, and
we need our wildlife, right? And other things that compete directly with the cattle, and the cattle
compete directly with them. So, we can —they can adjust numbers, the agencies can adjust numbers,
but I'd like to see them work on adjusting more grazing pressures, but that’s really hard when you have
large herds of elk hitting areas that have decent grasslands pretty hard. So | think one of the biggest
contributors we can do to our grazing area here is to expand it, and that’s through brush control.
Logging, whatever it takes to open up more of our country back what it looked like many, many years
ago when fire was the natural thinner of our forest and came through here. Now, we can’t have fires
because it’s so devastating, it’s such a fuel load, that the result are catastrophic, right?

I: Do you think there’s hope in turning brush back to grassland? | know that’s a huge issue in southwest
New Mexico, grassland restoration, and if it's even feasible.

R: I’'m sorry, what was that you asked? I’'m having a hard time hearing everything you said.
I: Oh, I'm so sorry! I'm curious if you think there’s hope turning the brush back to grassland?

R: Well, it’s not just brush, right? Some of it is timber. | think that one — it’s going to be costly, we’re
going to have to prescribed fire and things like that that can do large areas in a more economical
fashion. But we still have areas in the high country where logging could still be an option, and they’ve
tried, to reintroduce a little of that. But then of course, we got shut down. So it’s almost like when a
federal agency finds a way that they can allow certain areas without disturbing critical habitat for
spotted owls, jumping mice, or whatever it might be, they can open areas to that kind of thing. Now we
have someone coming in harvesting logs that they can sell. A lot of our brush control is a one-sided,
costly thing. It’s utilizing our biomass that we’re removing to try to get some return, and then when that
gets shut down, it’s just stymied, so nothing goes forward. And so is there hope that we can restore it?
Yes, but the atmosphere and attitudes around it are going to have to change for that to happen. In



17

today’s world, a lot of people think cutting the trees is a bad thing, and if you’re familiar at all with
western rangelands, you understand there’s a carrying capacity for vegetation just like there is a
carrying capacity for wildlife or livestock, and we have surpassed that carrying capacity in a lot of our
forests and they’re not healthy.

[25:00]

... Here we’re seeing large beetle infestations on drought-ridden Douglas firs and large conifers. That’s
costly to the Forest Service to clean that up. A lot of our topography is such that logging is very difficult
because of the grade, the steepness, of where those trees are. And | think it would help restore our
water situation if we could get our biomass down also. Not only open up more brows for wildlife and
cattle, but open up more forest, and at the same time, maybe get our water tables back up.

I: Oooh, | like that logic. | think that’s an excellent strategy. I’'m going to bring it back to this idea of
drought again. What resources, possibly educational resources, are producers using around drought and
a dryer weather system?

R: Resources in the form of monetary resources?
I: Um, that or educational programs or tools they are using?

R: Ok, | participated — some of our producers had a gentleman come in and talk about regenerative
grazing, gave us a good talk. It wasn’t super well attended, but we had about 8 producers there. It was a
very intriguing talk with really neat information. It was hands on. It wasn’t some test we did out on a
couple thousand acres on the Jornada. He had live, acting ranches doing this with good results and all
different kinds of rainfall areas, from back east to Midwest to going down into Mexico in country much
like we have here and doing it there. So | think that’s a great resource, but in a ranching situation like we
have here where the vast majority of our producers have public land leases — BLM, or Forest Service, or
state — public land managers have to buy into that concept of alternative grazing systems. They have to
give the OK, they have to help the producer to be able to go in and chop it up with electric fences, move
those cattle around, distribute water better. | mean, we’ll do a few of those things, but from a large
scale a different kind of management usually doesn’t happen, and it’s not because the producer doesn’t
want to cooperate, it’s because the public land managers’ hands are tied. So if you think about it, in a
concept that | have a ranch, right? And my ranch has so many deeded acres and then my allotment is
such and such size, that’s the working unit | have to work with. The geographic size of it doesn’t change.
So if the geographic size of it doesn’t change, how we manage the acres within that given unit has to
change. And in order for that change to take place, all parties have to be agreeable to do that. And what
you see repeatedly is when new concepts are trying to be introduced or done, there may be push-back
within the agency, and there may be push-back from the producer, but more importantly there is push-
back from special interest groups that are watchdogs on these agencies, and they’ll make a move to
hinder it. So the current lawsuit that the Wild Earth Guardians have on the spotted owl issue, stopping
all the logging in the western states, they may not win that lawsuit, but they can tie it up long enough.
So now industries that rely on keeping people employed, and setting up in a location, and maybe setting
up a lawsuit, and maybe moving guys into an area to do this work — they have to keep working. So when
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they shut these things down, what do these people do? They have to be pay-rolled, they have to keep
these people employed or they run out of business. So they will either go to areas where they can do
that on private lands or they fold up. It’s hard to invite industry in that accompanies some of those
stymied management techniques. ..

[30:00]

... because they all know it’s an on-again-off-again type of situation with their ability to go do work.

I: Wow, that’s really interesting. Do you see folks who have part private land, part public — or working on
public — that they’ll do two different management strategies?

R: Oh absolutely, and thing like the Rural Conservation Development and Soil and Water Conservation —
those private land managers can sometime get aid to do that. And we’re doing that right here in the
Sacramento’s, we’re doing thinning and stuff. But we’re only working on deeded land right now. Well,
first of all, a lot of those grants weren’t available to public lands, but even when we get some shared
monies, if it’s shut down, it’s shut down. Whereas a private land manager can go ahead and do thinning
practices and things like that. But in this county, keep in mind, there’s not huge —there’s one or two
fairly large deeded ranches and they’re going to do what they’re going to, right? And quite often that’s
owned by outside money, it’s not a mom and pop ranch that’s been around for generations ranching.
So, for the most part, we are in a situation where we have to deal with smaller acreage of deeded land
and larger acreage of allotment land. And it could be BLM, Forest Service, or