
NATIONAL MONUMENTS: Grazing’s future 
at stake in BLM plan for Sonoran Desert

SONORAN DESERT NATIONAL 
MONUMENT, Ariz. -- As the 
Bureau of Land Management 
prepares its fi rst management plan 
for this fi ve-year-old monument, 
enveloping vast creosote fl ats and 
snaggle-toothed mountain ranges 
about 60 miles south of Phoenix, a 
new battle in the war over the future 
of public lands grazing in the West is 
shaping up over whether to continue 
to allow grazing on the monument’s 
northern half.

The 486,000-acre monument, just 
down the road from the fast-growing 
town of Maricopa, was designated 
by President Clinton in the waning 
hours of his fi nal term in January 
2001. The proclamation makes clear 
that grazing is to be discontinued 
south of Interstate 8 after the current 
permits expire in 2008.

But the proclamation left it up to 
BLM to determine whether cattle 
should remain on the northern 
part of the monument. The agency 
will settle that issue in its new 
management plan, which will lay 
out policies for grazing, off-road 
vehicles, utility corridors and other 

uses for the next 15 to 20 years.

BLM is expected to release a draft 
management plan within the next few 
months, most likely this summer.

Environmental groups are pushing 
BLM to close all of the monument 
to grazing, arguing that phasing out 
grazing is necessary to protect the 
natural and cultural resources that the 
monument was created to preserve.

“This is a hot desert,” Daniel 
Patterson, an ecologist with the 
Center for Biological Diversity, told 
BLM managers during a visit to the 
monument last weekend. “Grazing 
doesn’t work here.”

Environmentalists also note that the 
proclamation acknowledges that the 
most ecologically intact areas are 
those that have not been grazed by 
cattle, an admission they contend 
appears to indicate that grazing may 
be incompatible with the monument’s 
purpose.

“It  appears the proclamation 
leans against grazing,” said Mark 
Salvo, director of the Sagebrush 
Sea Campaign, a project of Forest 
Guardians.

But Karen Kelleher, manager of 

Sonoran Desert National Monument, 
noted that the proclamation requires 
BLM to determine whether grazing 
is compatible with other uses of the 
monument and resource protection. 
Consequently, the agency would be 
just as justifi ed in keeping cattle on 
the lands as it would be in removing 
them.

And while Patterson threatened “a 
big fi ght” if BLM continues to allow 
grazing north of I-8, Kelleher noted 
that the livestock industry could be 
just as resistant to the idea of scaling 
back or prohibiting grazing.

“With six permittees, it doesn’t seem 
big, but it could become just as 
symbolic to them as it is to you,” she 
told Patterson, noting that ranchers 
who will have to remove cattle from 
allotments below I-8 are not very 
happy about that mandate.

Marvin Roberts, president of Roberts 
Enterprises, which runs several 
hundred head of cattle on both 
the north and south sides of the 
monument as well as other public 
lands in Arizona, said that even 
though ranching in the desert is 
“diffi cult,” he wants to see BLM to 
maintain its existing grazing policy 
above I-8.

APRIL REESE, 
Land Letter Western reporter

THURSDAY
March 23, 2006



“To be real honest with you, I think 
they should leave it the way it is 
currently,” Roberts said. “I was 
born and raised here. Grazing has 
been a part of my livelihood for 
30-some years.”

Roberts, who will have to remove 
about 600 head of cattle from his 
two allotments below I-8 when his 
permits expire in two years, said he 
believes grazing, when done right, 
is compatible with environmental 
protection.

“You’ll see a few trails where 
the animals move back and forth 
to water, but that’s probably the 
most destructive thing they do,” 
he said, adding that he believes 
grazing should have been allowed 
to continue south of I-8.

ORVs

Grazing is not the only contentious 
issue BLM offi cials must grapple 
with as they draft a management 
plan for the monument. Also high on 
the list is escalating off-road vehicle 
use, driven by recent population 
growth in the area.

Fast-growing Phoenix is spreading 
into the hinterlands, and the tiny 
town of Maricopa, just up the road 
from the monument, is expected to 
reach 200,000 people by 2010. As 
more people move to the area, the 
region’s public lands -- including 
the Sonoran Desert and Agua 
Fria national monuments -- are 
becoming their new playgrounds, 
Kelleher said.

“Grazing is a big issue, but long-
term, recreation will be our biggest 
challenge,” she said.

The draft management plan will 

examine several options for scaling 
back off-road vehicle use, ranging 
from closing 74 miles of trails to 
301 miles of trails. The plan also 
will include an alternative for 
keeping open all of the existing 600 
miles of designated routes.


