
DENVER – With 23,000 ranch-
es across the West dependent 
on grazing federal lands, you’d 
think there would be agreement 
on the value of a grazing permit.

Not so, said Neil Rimbey, a Univer-
sity of Idaho agriculture economist 
who reported on research that he 
and New Mexico State University 
colleagues have done in recent years.

“The values were all over the board,” 
Rimbey said as members of the 
National Cattlemen’s Beef Associ-
ation’s Federal Lands Committee 
quizzed him. They are searching for 
the foundation upon which to build 
a position as Congress and the ad-
ministration once again look at the 
formula setting annual grazing fees.

As the NCBA met here last week, 
the U.S. Forest Service and Bureau 
of Land Management announced the 
2006 fee will be $1.56 an animal unit 
month. That’s the forage consumed 
by a cow and her calf or fi ve head 
of range sheep in a 30-day period. 
The 2006 fee is down from $1.79 
in 2005, despite continued strong 
prices for calves and stocker cattle.
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by:TAM MOORE The Government Accountability Of-
fi ce in 2005 estimated that the two 
federal agencies spend at least $144 
million a year more than they receive 
in fees to run grazing programs.

A petition to set fees at “fair market 
value” was delivered to the gov-
ernment Nov. 8 by the Center for 
Biological Diversity on behalf of a 
coalition of environmental groups 
that support reducing or eliminat-
ing range livestock on public lands.

That GAO report triggered the 
NCBA and Public Lands Council’s 
request to Rimbey and other univer-
sity economists for help in deciding 
how the fee ought to be calculated.

What Rimbey came back with 
last week is “the grazing fee di-
lemma.” Value of the forage itself 
and of the permit that allows it 
vary by location. Not only that, he 
said, it appears that most economic 
models – which are built on the 
theory that permit holders want to 
maximize profi t – don’t refl ect the 
complex reasons behind valuation 
of grazing permits held by ranches.

As an example, he said the in-
creased risk of stock loss on open 

range and added costs for herding 
cattle seem to indicate an economic 
advantage to run the same livestock 
on private pasture. But reality in 
much of the West is that there isn’t 
available private pasture. It’s either 
run on federal land or shutter the 
ranch as a viable livestock operation.

In a database of sample Western 
public land ranches with 20 to 
more than 3,000 head of cattle, 
Rimbey said he found the value of 
an AUM to be from $35 to $100.

The present grazing fee is a crea-
ture of political expedience. It was 
written into the 1978 Public Range-
lands Improvement fact. The law 
expired in 1986 without congres-
sional agreement on a new for-
mula. Then-President Reagan put 
the formula into an executive order.

New, higher fees based on value of 
private pasture rentals were proposed 
in 1994 as part of the Clinton adminis-
tration’s Rangeland Reform package. 
Congress again balked, leaving the 
20-year-old executive order and con-
tinuing controversy. Neither Interior 
nor the U.S. Department of Agricul-
ture has answered the environmental-
ists’ petition fi led in early November.
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