
Ranchers pleased, enviros unhappy

NOGALES, Ariz. — Rancher Sonny 
Clarke’s job these days isn’t just bar-
reling around in his pickup truck to 
shore up aging dirt watering tanks. 
It’s also fi xing up fences knocked 
down by illegal immigrants and keep-
ing an eye out for drug smugglers.
 
 That’s one reason he agrees with 
a new federal decision to lower 
public land ranchers’ grazing fees 
by 23 cents per animal-unit month. 
An animal-unit month is the amount 
of forage a cow and her calf eat in 
a month. The fee drop starts March 
1, and stems from sharply higher 
gasoline prices.  
 
 Critics say the fee decrease is 
wrong, since it comes less than 
fi ve months after a congressional 
watchdog offi ce warned that the fees 
don’t come close to paying the cost 
of running the grazing program. The 
Government Accountability Offi ce 
report was the second one from that 
agency since 1991 to suggest that 
the grazing fee structure is out of 
whack.
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 But federal offi cials have no choice, 
legally, but to lower the fee right now. 
The offi cial formula requires the cut 
to refl ect increases in the costs of 
being a rancher, U.S. Bureau of 
Land Management spokesman Tom 
Gorey said. The formula is based 
partly on the rancher’s ability to pay, 
as a way of keeping the livestock 
industry healthy, said Linda Hutton, 
of the National Agricultural Statistics 
Service in Washington, D.C.
 
 “Unless and until Congress chang-
es the formula, we’ll calculate the 
fee according to the formula,” Gorey 
said.
 
 Only two weeks after the federal 
decrease takes effect, however, the 

grazing fee will rise for ranchers 
whose cattle chow down on Ari-
zona state land. That’s because 
the state fee is based on a differ-
ent formula, more closely tied to 
the rising price of calves on the 
open market.
 
 “We don’t use production costs 
to set our fees,” said Richard 
Hubbard, a deputy state land 
commissioner. “We’re a trust. 
We’re mandated to get the high-
est and best use on our land. Our 
mission is different.”
Specifi cally:
-- On March 1, the federal fee 
charged for grazing Forest Ser-
vice and BLM land will drop from 
$1.79 to $1.56.

Fees comparison
Grazing fees are assessed by per animal-unit 
month, which is the amount of forage a cow and her 
calf eat in a month. 
U.S. Forest Service and BLM
1985: $1.35 per AUM
1990: $1.81
1995: $1.61
2000: $1.35
2005: $1.79
2006: $1.56 

State Land Grazing Fee
1987: $0.65 per AUM
1990: $1.39
1995: $1.52
2000: $1.95
2005: $2.38
2006: $2.52

Gas prices and cattle prices
 Gasoline prices paid by farmers and ranchers 
rose 40.5 percent from December 2004 to Decem-
ber 2005. Diesel fuel prices rose 47.9 percent and 
all agricultural fuel prices rose 43.6 percent in the 
same period.
 The January 2006 cattle price of $94.40 per 
hundred pounds was up $5, or about 5 percent, from 
January 2005.
Source: U.S. Agriculture Department

Rancher numbers
-- About 1,200 ranchers run cattle on 
Arizona state land.

--Nearly 835 ranchers run cattle on 
BLM land in Arizona.

-- About 1,350 ranchers run cattle on 
Forest Service land in Arizona and New 
Mexico.



--On March 15, the state fee rises 
from $2.38 to $2.52.
 
 The grazing fee has long been a 
contentious issue in the West, par-
ticularly since then-Interior Secretary 
and former Arizona Gov. Bruce Bab-
bitt tried and failed to raise ranchers’ 
tabs back in 1994.

 Arivaca rancher Bruce Buchanan 
acknowledged that 15- to 20-cent 
differences in fees either way won’t 
affect him much. But he said he is 
affected heavily by high gasoline 
prices because he must make three 
to four trips into Tucson each week, 
at 120 to 150 miles each, to shop 
or attend meetings. He also drives 
the ranch’s 10,000 federally owned 
acres and 11,000 state-owned acres 
almost daily in a pickup to check 
windmills.

 “You should check every windmill 
at least once a week,” Buchanan 
said. “They’re pumping water for the 
cattle.”
 
 A Tucson-based environmental 
group, the Center for Biological 
Diversity, recently petitioned the 
federal government to change the 
28-year-old formula that triggered 
the recent fee cut. The center has 
long criticized public-lands ranching 
on environmental grounds.

 “We say it makes the commu-
nity more unstable, this disparity 
between what public land ranchers 
pay compared to those on state trust 
lands and private leased lands,” 
said Greta Anderson, the center’s 
range-restoration director. “Nation-
ally, 23,000 public-lands ranchers 
benefit from this subsidy, while 
ranchers on Department of Defense, 
National Park Service and national 
grasslands lands pay more. What’s 
that worth to taxpayers?”

 Rancher Clarke is familiar with 

such arguments.

 At his house, three miles north of 
the Mexican border on Ruby Road, 
Clarke opened a scrapbook last 
week, to reveal a a 1983 newspaper 
interview with then-Forest Service 
chief John Crowell, saying that graz-
ing on the national forests is a drain 
on the treasury.

 “Some guy locked up in an offi ce, 
what does he know about what’s 
happening out here?” said Clarke, 
whose family has ranched this land 
for four generations. “We don’t deal 
with opinions. We’ve learned with 
experience.”

 When oil prices rise, it costs him 
more to drive out to repair battered 
fences, to maintain wells, to round 
up cattle and to fi x up water tanks. 
Last week, driving around his federal 
grazing allotment of nearly 10,000 
acres, Clarke stopped numerous 
times to point out downed fences, 
gates and support posts.

 He blamed the damage on what 
he called the continued incursion of 
illegal entrants onto this land from 
Mexico.

 “I’m going to have to fi x this and get 
an army of guys to help me,” he said. 
“It’s amazing, these drug guys. They 
know this country so well. That’s what 
makes this so diffi cult.”

 But the Government Accountability 
Offi ce reported last fall that the For-
est Service and the BLM recovered 
less than one-sixth of the costs of 
running their grazing programs with 
fees from ranchers. All federal graz-
ing programs cost taxpayers at least 
$144 million annually, the agency 
said.
 A 1991 GAO report found that 
the fee formula double-counts the 
rancher’s ability to pay compared 
with other factors used in setting the 

tab.
 
 In 2003, a New Mexico State 
University economist concluded 
that the federal grazing fee formula 
has, over the years, vastly widened 
the gap between federal-land graz-
ing fees and private-land grazing 
fees. The difference between the 
two was $1.23 in 1966, and it’s $13 
today, said Professor Allen Torell, 
because the federal formula gives 
too much weight to production costs 
and cattle prices.

 Torell says it should rely only 
on the value of forage that cattle 
eat, and his study suggested com-
petitive bidding for federal grazing 
leases.

 He acknowledged in an interview 
that both public- and private-land 
ranchers aren’t making a fair return 
on their investment and can justifi -
ably argue they can’t afford higher 
fees.

 “But if you ask the question would 
they pay higher fees, the answer is 
yes,” Torell said. “The state-land fee 
in New Mexico is fi ve times higher 
than the federal fee, and less than 
1 percent of the state land is not 
leased.”

 The fee differences in federal and 
state lands compared with private 
land aren’t relevant because the 
private landowners provide fences, 
water sources and other infrastruc-
ture but ranchers must provide it 
themselves on public lands, said 
Doc Lane, director of the Arizona 
Cattle Growers Association. The 
difference is like renting a furnished 
house versus paying a fee to use a 
vacant lot, ranchers say.
 As for the Center for Biological 
Diversity’s petition to change the 
fee formula, Lane said, “It doesn’t 
matter to them what it is. If we’re not 
gone, it ain’t good.” 


