
It’s not like we didn’t warn them.” It’s an
oft-repeated refrain as one native turns to
another with a pained look. Out-of-place

expertise is a real problem. It’s among the
biggest threats facing nature in most of the
world. Generations of generally well-inten-
tioned urban elites are unknowingly trapped
by their own cultural stories about how
nature works. Few people are aware that we
have reached the stage where elite activist
groups have consciously dialed back their
expectations for healthy, diverse ecosystems.
They just never told the public.

Rather than manage nature using all
appropriate tools, they’ve adopted instead an
astonishingly naive acceptance of the cata-
strophic destruction of natural beauty and
abundance by fire, flood, insect plagues, etc.
This acceptance of catastrophe as desirable
and natural is not a new thing. Nihilistic cults
of destruction have existed historically and,
to some extent, persist all over the earth.
What may be new is the present cult mem-
bers’ unwillingness to admit to themselves
that they belong to the cult because they do,
in their way, love nature. They love nature the
way rock stars love life—like there’s no
tomorrow and no consequences. What mat-
ters is the experience, the spectacle, the feel-
ing; it’s nature as art, as political statements,
as mood-altering events, not as home identi-
ty and sustenance.

The case of Dutchwoman Butte (DWB)
in central Arizona is instructive. A study by
the Tonto National Forest soil scientists,
hydrologists, and range conservationists pub-
lished in Rangelands, the journal of the Soci-
ety of Range Management in April 2000, has
been much quoted by those who oppose
ranchers’ use of federal lands. Its photos show
an apparently wonderful, never-grazed (by
livestock) Mogollon Transition Area grass-
land, in a 16- to 20-inch rainfall zone.

Without really explaining why they chose
a grazed site so far away, they paired the
Dutchwoman Butte site with a ranch site 20
miles distant (something fishy there). The
DWB stats all looked wonderful, especially
those for soil organic carbon. The allegedly
cow-mauled comparison site had hand-
picked statistics signifying imminent demise
to the uninitiated reader.

The Warning
Passionate love, nature, and drought surival on Dutchwoman Butte. Words and photos by Steven H. Rich.

SSiiggnn ooff ttrroouubbllee.. WWiitthhoouutt eexxppeerriieenncceedd rruurraall iinnppuutt,, iillll--aaddvviisseedd,, ppoolliittiiccaallllyy iinnfflluueenncceedd tthheeoorriieess eennccoouurraaggee ccaatt--
aassttrroopphhiicc eessccaappeedd ““mmaannaaggeemmeenntt”” aanndd wwiillddffiirreess.. AAggeenncciieess ttaakkee hhuuggee rriisskkss aanndd rruurraall cciittiizzeennss lliivvee wwiitthh tthhee
ccoonnsseeqquueenncceess.. TTwweennttyy ppoosstt--ffiirree yyeeaarrss ccaann eellaappssee bbeeffoorree ffiirree--rraavvaaggeedd wwaatteerrsshheeddss qquuiitt ggeenneerraattiinngg ffllaasshh ffllooooddss..
NNoo ggrraazziinngg eevveenntt ccoouulldd ppoossssiibbllyy bbeeggiinn ttoo eeqquuaall tthhiiss ddaammaaggee..

MMeeeett tthhee nneeww nneeiigghhbboorrss.. NNeevveerr--ggrraazzeedd DDuuttcchhwwoommaann BBuuttttee wwaass aa ppoosstteerr cchhiilldd ffoorr aannttiiggrraazziinngg aaccttiivviissttss..
NNooww iitt’’ss tthhiicckkllyy iinnvvaaddeedd bbyy rreedd bbrroommee ((cchheeaattggrraassss)) aanndd ootthheerr aannnnuuaall,, uunnddeessiirraabbllee aanndd ttooxxiicc ppllaannttss ssiinnccee aa
ddrroouugghhtt iinn 22000022.. AAss iinn sseevveerraall ggrraazziinngg--eexxcclluuddeedd nnaattiioonnaall ppaarrkkss aanndd ootthheerr uunnggrraazzeedd aarriidd aanndd sseemmiiaarriidd
rraannggeellaannddss,, iinnvvaaddeerrss bbeeccoommee ddoommiinnaanntt hheerrbbaacceeoouuss ppllaannttss..
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Enter rancher Mick Holder, who, in cow-
boy fashion, suggested to another group of
scientists that he’d feel like the comparison
was a little more scientific and fair if contrast-
ed with a well-managed ranch site, say, on the
next ridge, within handgun-shooting dis-

tance. The Butte, you see, sits on Mick’s ranch.
A large team led by Holder, University of

Arizona and Rocky Mountain Research scien-
tists and several others, began collecting data
and photos in 2001 and concluded the study
in 2005. Their study, entitled “Dutchwoman

Butte Revisited,” was published in December
2007, also in Rangelands.

In the interim, a hellacious drought set in
and the Dutchwoman Butte ecosystem col-
lapsed (surprise, surprise). There is a huge,
obvious lesson in the comparative responses
of the ungrazed (Dutchwoman Butte) and
the managed (Whisky Tank) experimental
sites to the severe (some say 1,000-year)
drought.

The “pristine” Butte site had a delicate,
ephemeral living community unaccustomed
to the significant change. Such communities
establish in what scientists call “stochastically
favorable” conditions of ideal rainfall, tem-
perature, etc. They persist until something
difficult occurs. After normal and absolutely
predictable stresses return, the site may never
be the same again.

The Whisky Tank plant community,
which contained much more robust exam-
ples of the same species (also burned some
years earlier), by contrast responded like a
tough cage fighter absorbing a sucker punch.
It bounced back quickly, retained its perenni-
al character and soil stability and went on as
before.

The Butte site lost 95 percent of its peren-
nial grass production. This was replaced in
large part by nonnative annual red brome
(cheatgrass), annual hairy grama, and poiso-
nous silverleaf nightshade as well as forbs like
globe mallow, filaree, and spurge. Palatable
shrubby buckwheat was reduced by 93 per-
cent. Cactus increased. The University  of Ari-
zona team’s much more extensive sampling
procedures could not locate the earlier stud-
ies’“high organic carbon”soils vaunted by the
“Welfare Ranching”crowd.

Following the 2002 drought, the Butte
community looked as pathetic as those in
national parks like Arches, Canyonlands and
Zion in its dead perennial grass, predomi-
nance of annuals, nonnative invaders, etc.
Such places are profoundly subject to cycles
of drought, fires, and other travails. This is
because their remaining perennial grasses, for
example, tend to be all the same age, have
weak roots, and are generally encumbered
with years of dead material.

Typically a grass plant in these places
starts life in a wet spell and does okay until
the third or fourth year when the dead gray
stuff starts choking it. It will attempt to “grow
away from” this dead material and the origi-
nal center of the plant dies. The remaining
live tissue yellows and longs for sunlight. If a
fire occurs while the plant is smothered with
hot-burning dead thatch, the likelihood of

CChhaaiinn ooff ccaattaassttrroopphhee.. OOvveerr tthhee hheeaarrttbbrrookkeenn pprrootteessttss ooff llooccaallss,, tthhiiss vvaasstt,, bbeeeettllee--rraavvaaggeedd ffoorreesstt ssuurrrroouunnddiinngg
CCeeddaarr BBrreeaakkss NNaattiioonnaall MMoonnuummeenntt iinn UUttaahh wwaass ddeenniieedd pprreessccrriibbeedd llooggggiinngg ttrreeaattmmeennttss bbyy aaccttiivviisstt llaawwssuuiittss..
TThhee iinneevviittaabbllee ffoorreesstt ffiirree wwiillll bbuurrnn ssaavvaaggeellyy.. TThheenn,, yyeeaarrss llaatteerr,, wwhheenn tthhee bbuurrnneedd ttrreeeess hhaavvee ffaalllleenn,, aa sseeccoonndd,,
mmoorree sstteerriilliizziinngg ffiirree wwiillll hhaappppeenn aass tthhee hhuuggee llooaadd bbuurrnnss iinn ddiirreecctt ccoonnttaacctt wwiitthh ssooiillss..

NNoonnnnaattiivvee iinnvvaassiioonn.. BBeeyyoonndd tthhee ffeennccee aanndd ggrraazzeedd bbyy lliivveessttoocckk ssiinnccee SSppaanniisshh ccoolloonniiaall ttiimmeess,, tthhiiss
ggrraassssllaanndd//sshhrruubb ccoommmmuunniittyy nneeaarr TTuubbaa CCiittyy,, AArriizz..,, ccoouulldd nnoott hhaannddllee tthhee lloossss ooff lliivveessttoocckk.. IInn tthhee ffoorreeggrroouunndd
iinn ffrroonntt ooff tthhee ffeennccee,, ggrraassss ppllaannttss ddiieedd wwiitthh ffeeww rreeppllaacceemmeennttss.. IInnvvaaddiinngg RRuussssiiaann tthhiissttllee pprreesseennttllyy ffiillllss mmoosstt
hheerrbbaacceeoouuss nniicchheess aanndd ccrroowwddss oouutt nnaattiivveess.. BBeehhiinndd tthhee ffeennccee,, mmaannaaggeedd lliivveessttoocckk pprreesseerrvvee tthhee ggrraassssllaanndd 
ccoommmmuunniittyy..



death is in the 90 percent range. Plants grazed
by wildlife while in this weakened state are
also likely to die. Mortality is also increased
when wildlife eat the regrowth of already
weakened fire survivors.

In the words of the authors of the second
(Dutchwoman Butte Revisited) scientific
team: “Why did the perennial grass popula-
tion decline [drastically] on DWB and not on
Whisky Tank? The absence of grazing on
DWB did not make the vegetation more resis-
tant to drought nor were perennial grass species
in DWB more resilient. Grazing exclusion on
DWB also did not make the vegetation more
resistant to invasion by exotic annuals.”
(Emphasis added.)

Better grass survival is generally assumed
as fact by urban elites and claimed as true by
anti-livestock activists. The authors explain:
“Adaptive plant responses in grazed systems
may include the following: (1) The same
mechanisms or genetic mutations that make
plants resistant to grazing may also make them
more resistant to drought. [Emphasis added.]
[Several researchers support this idea]; (2)
Grazing may result in a more diverse age clas-
sification of plants due to seed dispersal and
implantation [in hoofprints] by grazing her-
bivores. This makes grazed plant communi-
ties more resistant to environmental stress;
and/or (3) Grazing removes senescent [chok-
ing thatch] material and opens up the area to
increase photosynthesis and rainfall harvest-
ing.” In other words, the old dead junk also
keeps rain from reaching the soil.

The “Revisited” authors are firm in their
summary of the management implications
for their study. They insist: “Two paradigms
that have become [anti-grazing] dogma need
to be reexamined. First, the presence of graz-
ing-tolerant native grasses should not be
viewed as indication of degraded ecological
systems.” The antigrazers, in an imaginative
special pleading, have long pretended that
delicate specimens a grazer’s breath might
wither somehow indicate ecosystem health.
The presence of grazing-tolerant species that
can actually support wildlife species diversity
and animal populations high enough to
maintain genetic diversity are dismissed as
inferior by this logic, which the “Revisited”
authors reject.

They continue: “The second paradigm
that needs to be reevaluated is that removing
livestock from ecological systems will always
lead us to ‘Nirvana’ or at least that livestock
removal is always a management alternative
that moves an ecosystem to a more desirable
plant community.”

BBeeaauuttiiffuull ssuurrvviivvoorr.. TThhiiss ggrraacceeffuull,, nnuuttrriittiioouuss,, ddrroouugghhtt-- aanndd ggrraazziinngg--rreessiissttaanntt ggrraassss ssppeecciieess,, aammoonngg ootthheerrss,, iiss
ssccoorrnneedd bbyy aaccttiivviissttss bbeeccaauussee iitt ddooeessnn’’tt ddiiee eeaassiillyy,, eessppeecciiaallllyy wwhheenn pprrooppeerrllyy mmaannaaggeedd.. UUnniivveerrssiittyy ooff 
AArriizzoonnaa aanndd RRoocckkyy MMoouunnttaaiinn RReesseeaarrcchh ((FFoorreesstt SSeerrvviiccee)) sscciieennttiissttss iinnssiisstt tthhaatt ssuucchh ppllaannttss ggrreeaattllyy ssttaabbiilliizzee
sseemmiiaarriidd aanndd aarriidd eeccoossyysstteemmss.. PPrrooppeerr ggrraazziinngg ccaauusseess ffrreeqquueenntt sseeeeddlliinngg eessttaabblliisshhmmeenntt iinn hhooooffpprriinntt 
mmiiccrroocclliimmaatteess rreessuullttiinngg iinn mmuullttiiaaggee,, mmuullttiissppeecciieess ggrraassss ssttaannddss.. FFrraaggiillee uunnggrraazzeedd ggrraasssseess tteenndd ttoo eessttaabblliisshh
oonnllyy iinn vveerryy wweett ppeerriiooddss,, ggrrooww oolldd aass aa ggrroouupp,, aanndd ddiiee ooffff uunnddeerr ddrroouugghhtt oorr ffiirree ssttrreesssseess..

TThhrriivviinngg oonn aaddvveerrssiittyy.. IInnvvaaddeedd bbyy ggrraassss--kkiilllliinngg cchhaappaarrrraall sshhrruubbss aanndd nnoonnnnaattiivvee UUttaahh jjuunniippeerr,, 
tthhiiss TToonnttoo FFoorreesstt ggrraassss ccoommmmuunniittyy wwaass cchheewweedd bbyy 11,,550000 jjuunniippeerr--eeaattiinngg SSppuurrlloocckk ffaammiillyy ggooaattss.. TThheenn 
tthhee jjuunniippeerrss wweerree tthhiinnnneedd bbyy tthhee FFoorreesstt SSeerrvviiccee ttoo mmaakkee aa ffiirreebbrreeaakk iinn rreessppoonnssee ttoo PPaayyssoonn rreessiiddeennttss’’
ddeemmaannddss ffoorr ccooooppeerraattiioonn wwiitthh tthhee ccoouunnttyy ffiirree pprrootteeccttiioonn ppllaann.. TThhee mmaannyy ggrraassss ssppeecciieess lloovveedd iitt aanndd 
rreessppoonnddeedd wwiitthh pprroodduuccttiivviittyy,, bbeeaauuttyy,, aanndd bbiiooddiivveerrssiittyy.. 
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Further refuting false claims by activists,
they state: “In the 2002 book entitled ‘Welfare
Ranching: The Subsidized Destruction of the
American West,’ Dutchwoman Butte is used
as an ideal example of a pristine ecosystem
that we should all strive for as ‘livestock-free.’”

The “Revisited” authors call attention to the
ironic but common outcome wherein the
present Dutchwoman Butte community is
“more indicative of what is commonly
thought to be on an overgrazed community.”
These are the exact disastrous livestock

removal outcomes we and many others have
explained for years.

Please examine the Butte’s future
prospects. If a fire sweeps the butte, cheatgrass
will likely complete its takeover, to the detri-
ment of the rest of the community. Fire fre-
quency would likely increase as, subsequently,
would the cheatgrass. Lacking fire, woody
chaparral shrub species may invade. Many of
these, once established, resist fire, dominate
the site and extinguish most other species. Or,
perhaps a run of wet years could reestablish
even-aged grassland until the next drought.
The last is the least likely.

Managed grazed ecosystems have much
better chances for health and resilience. Good
grazing management eliminates the grow-till-
you-smother-or-burn-to-death component
of possible outcomes, diminishes invaders’
options, increases seedling production of
desirable plants and evens out the vast swings
in forage quality and availability to wildlife
that are always caused by the boom-and-bust
dynamics of ungrazed systems with highly
variable seasonal rainfall. Human interven-
tions can create decades of beauty, productivi-
ty and abundance.

The cult of justifying catastrophic results
from failed theories as “natural” while perse-
cuting those who differ must wake up and
adopt a scientific, esthetic, spiritual and
humane feedback process.

Please be aware that study authors Jim
Sprinkle, Mick Holder, Chas Ericson, Al Med-
ina, Dan Robinett, George Ruyle, Jim May-
nard, Sabrina Tuttle, John Hays Jr., Walt
Meyer, Scott Stratton, Alix Rogstad, Kevin
Eldridge, Joe Harris, Larry Howery and Wes-
ley Sprinkle have all gone out on a limb pro-
fessionally in having the courage to publish
this study. They did so because they love
nature and their fellow beings, urban or rural.
Some on this list have been threatened with
termination in their professions because they
maintained their scientific integrity. Hats off
to all such heroes.

Nature needs humanity to become kinder
to each other and much more competent
when interacting with living communities.
Unexamined myths are the greatest obstacle.
As the West burns, dies, and is invaded while
trusting taxpayers subsidize the tragedy, there
is little pleasure in saying I told you so. ■

Steve Rich is president of Rangeland Restora-
tion Academy in Salt Lake City, Utah. Check
<www.steve@rangelandrestoration.org>.

PPaatthheettiicc bbyy ccoonnttrraasstt.. DDaammaaggeedd bbyy ffiirree,, tthhiiss vveerryy tthhiicckk cceennttrraall AArriizzoonnaa cchhaappaarrrraall ssiittee nnooww 
rreeggrroowwss ffiirree--sspprroouuttiinngg bbrruusshh aanndd wweeeeddss aanndd sshheeddss ffllooooddwwaatteerr.. LLooccaallss aanndd aaggeennccyy ppeerrssoonnnneell wwiitthh
iinntteerrggeenneerraattiioonnaall llaanndd kknnoowwlleeddggee pprreeffeerr ttiigghhttllyy ttaarrggeetteedd llaanndd ttrreeaattmmeennttss wwiitthh ccoonnttrroollllaabbllee 
ccoonnsseeqquueenncceess.. TThheeyy ttaakkee ffaarr ffeewweerr rriisskkss aanndd ggeett ffaarr bbeetttteerr rreessuullttss..

SSwweeeett ssuucccceessss!!  IInn ccoouunnttrryy ssiimmiillaarr ttoo WWhhiisskkeeyy TTaannkk,, llooccaallss hhaavvee pprrooppoosseedd eenntteerrpprriisseess wwhhiicchh rreemmoovvee
iinnvvaaddiinngg bbrruusshh aanndd jjuunniippeerrss,, mmaakkee ccoonnttrriibbuuttiioonn ttoo tthhee eeccoonnoommyy aanndd ggeenneerraattee cclleeaann bbiioo--ffuueelleedd 
eelleeccttrriicciittyy.. AAccttiivviissttss ooppppoossee eeccoonnoommiicc uussee ooff iinnvvaaddiinngg ttrreeeess tthhoouugghh tthheeyy ddeessttrrooyy bbiiooddiivveerrssiittyy aanndd
tthhrreeaatteenn ttoowwnnss aanndd eeccoossyysstteemmss wwiitthh ffiieerryy ddeessttrruuccttiioonn.. HHeerree,, ffoorreeggrroouunndd aanndd bbaacckkggrroouunndd jjuunniippeerr 
tthhiinnnniinngg ccrreeaatteess bbeeaauuttyy aanndd aabbuunnddaannccee.. 
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