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Executive Summary

Purpose

The federal government allows private interests to graze livestock—pri-
marily cattle and sheep—on over 70 percent of the 367 million acres of
land the government owns in 16 western states. Because most of these

inds are arid, overuse can seriously, and even permanently, damage the
land. Past overgrazing has resulted in soil erosion, watershed destruc-
tion, and the loss of native grasses and other vegetation that provide
food for livestock and wildlife.

The Chairmen of the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs
and its Subcommittee on Public Lands, which is now the Subcommittee
on National Parks and Public Lands, asked GAO to assess the progress
that the Department of the Interior’s Bureau of Land Management and
the Department of Agriculture’s Forest Service are making to improve
public rangeland conditions. Specifically, Gao addressed, among other
issues,

condition of the public rangelands (see ch. 2),

whether livestock grazing levels are based on recent and accurate range-
land assessments (see ch. 3),

whether range improvement funds are used on the most beneficial
projects (see ch. 4), and

the adequacy of rangeland management and monitoring (see ch. 5).

Background

Raising cattle and sheep on western rangelands is an American tradi-
tion. In the 1800s, grazing livestock on such lands was uncontrolled and
livestock numbers were not regulated. The Forest Service began regulat-
ing grazing around the turn of the century, and the Bureau began in the
mid-1930s.

Today, federally owned western rangelands are divided into 31,000 live-
stock grazing allotments (designated areas of land available for grazing
specific numbers and kinds of livestock) covering about 268 million
acres. The average grazing allotment is over 8,500 acres—about 13
square miles. Given the vastness of the area to be assessed, GAO devel-
oped a detailed questionnaire that asked Bureau and Forest Service
range managers their opinions on the issues GA0 was addressing.

The information presented in this report was largely obtained from
about 800 questionnaire responses of Bureau and Forest Service range
managers. GAO verified and supplemented the information provided by
the range managers by visiting 20 Bureau and Forest Service field
offices.
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Executive Summary

: : The Bureau and the Forest Service are required by law to maintain a
Results in Brief current inventory on range conditions and trends. However, Gao found
that much of the data in both agencies’ inventories were more than 5
years old and may no longer represent current conditions. Both agencies’
most recent reports showed that over 50 percent of the public range-
lands remained in either poor or fair condition (the lower two of four
categories).

GAO’s survey of range managers’ professional opinions showed that 19
percent of the Bureau and Forest Service grazing allotments may be
threatened with further rangeland damage because authorized livestock
grazing levels were higher than the land could support. The survey also
showed that the condition of about 8 percent of the grazing units was
actually declining. Furthermore, neither the Bureau nor the Forest Ser-
vice was concentrating its management attention or resources on those
grazing allotments that their range managers believed were threatened
with further deterioration.

Principal Findings

Rangeland Overgrazing Available trend information indicated that although most of the public
rangelands were either stable or improving, one out of five Bureau and
Forest Service grazing allotments may be threatened with further dam-
age because more livestock were being permitted to graze than the range
managers believed the land could support. However, the range managers
reported to GAO that for a number of reasons no adjustments in the
authorized livestock grazing levels were scheduled in 75 percent of these
cases. For example, many range managers cited insufficient data as a
reason for not scheduling grazing reductions.

Grazing Levels To establish proper grazing levels, accurate assessments of the number
of livestock the land can support are needed. However, Gao found that
Bureau and Forest Service assessments are often old and may be out-
dated. For example, allotments with 20-year-old assessments are not
uncommon.

Range Improvements An alternative to reducing grazing levels is to increase the capacity of
the land to support livestock through range improvements such as water
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Executive Summary

development, fencing, and seeding. Ga0 found that many of the range
improvements funded by the Bureau and Forest Service went to projects
on grazing allotments with low usage and stable-to-improving range
trends. At the same time, projects on overused and declining allotments
remained unfunded. The criteria for selecting which range improve-
ments to fund include a number of factors, but neither agency was
emphasizing funding for projects on declining and overstocked
allotments.

Rangeland Planning and
Monitoring

Both agencies prepare allotment management plans for individual allot-
ments. These plans provide a framework for managing each allotment,
identifying objectives for the allotment, determining grazing practices to
be followed and needed range improvements, and establishing monitor-
ing and evaluation schemes. Ga0 found that 66 percent of the Bureau
and 27 percent of the Forest Service grazing allotments did not have
allotment management plans. Many allotment plans were over 10 years
old and may not have been sufficiently current to properly manage the
allotments. GAO also found that neither agency was focusing priority
attention on declining and overstocked allotments. For example, the For-
est Service had a higher rate of plan development for all grazing allot-
ments in general than it had for declining and overstocked allotments.

Recommendations

GAO recommends that the Secretaries of Agriculture and the Interior
focus attention on grazing allotments that are overstocked and/or in
decline when

conducting the assessments needed to establish appropriate grazing
levels,

funding range improvement projects, and

developing allotment management plans.

Specific details on these recommendations, as well as others, are con-
tained in the body of the report.

Agency Comments

The Department of Agriculture’s Forest Service said that it shared the
concerns discussed in the report and that additional direction is being
developed to ensure consistency in evaluating funding priorities and to
emphasize correction of unsatisfactory range conditions. (See app. II.)
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Executive Summary

The Department of the Interior, on the other hand, was generally critical
of the report. The Department stated that it firmly believed that tech-
niques used by Gao did not support its conclusions, that Gao failed to
recognize the Bureau’s existing policy and program direction that
address the issues and recommendations in the report, and that Gao
often used a negative tone in presenting its findings. The Department
acknowledged that it needs to more effectively communicate current
policy and program direction to its field offices and that it is dedicated
to taking steps needed to achieve this goal.

GAO believes the research techniques employed were methodologically
sound and fully support the report’s conclusions and recommendations.
The methodology and approach used by GAO incorporated the views of
Bureau officials and other rangeland professionals. GAO also believes the
report appropriately recognizes the Bureau'’s policies and program direc-
tion and that the results of the work are presented fairly. The report
recognizes that most of the Bureau’s rangeland is generally stable or
improving. GAO points out, however, that the report’s focus is on that
part of the rangeland that is declining and/or overstocked, because this
is the part that is susceptible to serious and even permanent damage if
corrections are not made. (See app. 111.)
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Chapter 1

Introduction

The federal government owns about 367 million acres of 1and in the 16
western states.! The government has granted permits to private inter-
ests to graze livestock on over 70 percent of this federally owned land.

Much of the rangeland on which livestock grazing is permitted is fragile
and can be seriously damaged by misuse. When more livestock than the
land can support are continually allowed to graze on the public range-
land, the result can be damage to and even permanent loss of range
resources. It is generally recognized that overgrazing by livestock in the
past has contributed to soil erosion, watershed destruction, and the loss
of native grasses and other vegetation that provide forage for livestock
and wildlife. Because of the generally arid condition of much of the pub-
lic rangelands, recovery from past damage is slow, and in some cases
recovery never occurs. Figure 1.1 provides an example of arid
rangeland.

Environmental and other concerned groups have raised questions about
the damage being caused by present livestock grazing on the public
range. On the other hand, livestock interests maintain that public range
conditions have stabilized and that present grazing levels are not con-
tributing to further range deterioration.

The Bureau of Land Management in the Department of the Interior and
the Forest Service in the Department of Agriculture administer livestock
grazing on approximately 268 million acres of the western public range-
land. About 60 percent of this rangeland is administered by the Bureau
and 40 percent by the Forest Service. The range is divided into approxi-
mately 31,000 grazing allotments with grazing privileges assigned to
ranchers by permit or lease.2 The allotments vary in size from less than
40 acres to more than 1 million acres. The average grazing allotment is
over 8,500 acres, or about 13 square miles in area. Annually, almost 7
million cattle, horses, and sheep graze on Bureau and Forest Service
western range. Today, less than 5 percent of the nation’s beef cattle and
30 percent of the sheep graze on western public rangeland. However,
dependence on public grazing is still significant in western states where
about one-third of the beef cattle produced graze at least part of the ,
year on public range. )

1 Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, North
Dakota, Oklahoma, Oregon, South Dakota, Utah, Washington, and Wyoming.

2A grazing allotment is a designated area of land available for grazing a specific number and kind of
livestock.
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The basic legislation for the Forest Service's management and protection
of the public rangeland was enacted by Congress before 1900. The 1897
Forest Reserve Act directed the Secretary of the Interior to make rules
and regulations to regulate the forests’ occupancy and use. In 1905 the
full administration of the forests was transferred from the Department
of the Interior to the Department of Agriculture. The Forest Service
began issuing grazing permits and charging a grazing fee in 1906.

The Taylor Grazing Act, enacted in 1934, is the basic legislation gov-
erning the Bureau’'s management and protection of public rangelands.
The act directed the Secretary of the Interior to stop injury to the public
range by preventing overgrazing and soil deterioration; to provide for its
orderly use, improvement, and development; and to stabilize the live-
stock industry dependent upon the public range. The act also authorized
the Secretary to issue grazing permits and directed that a fee be charged
for grazing.

The Multiple Use-Sustained Yield Act of 1960 directed the Forest Ser-
vice to manage national forest lands for all the various surface
resources, including outdoor recreation, range, timber, watershed, and
fish and wildlife purposes. Multiple-use legislation for public lands man-
aged by the Bureau came 16 years later with the passage of the Federal
Land Policy and Management Act of 1976 (FLPMA). This act directed that
public lands be retained in federal ownership, their resources be inven-
toried, their use be determined through a land-use planning process, and
that they be managed under principles of multiple use and sustained
yield.

In FLPMA, the Congress recognized that a substantial amount of the fed-
eral range was in deteriorating condition and that installing range
improvements could arrest much of the deterioration. The act directed
that one-half of the grazing fee receipts be used annually by the Bureau
and Forest Service for on-the-ground range rehabilitation, protection,
and improvement projects. A 10-year term was designated as the stand-
ard period for leases and permits to graze on public rangeland.

The Congress further addressed the issue of public range condition in
the Public Rangelands Improvement Act of 1978. This act directed the
Secretaries of Agriculture and the Interior to maintain on a continuing
basis an inventory of range conditions and records of trends in range
conditions, authorized additional range improvement funding, and pre-
scribed the development and periodic review of allotment management
plans tailored to improving range conditions. The act also authorized an
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Objectives, Scope, and
Methodology

update land management plans, discontinue destructive grazing prac-
tices, seek assistance from livestock operators for range improvements,
and keep the Congress informed about actions to improve range condi-
tions and the effects of insufficient staffing.

In our July 1980 report entitled Changes in Public Land Management
Required to Achieve Congressional Expectations (CED-80-82), we con-
cluded that public land managers were having difficulties meeting con-
gressional and executive department expectations of improving the
condition of the range. We pointed out that legislative requirements for
public participation and a growing interest in the way public lands are
managed had prompted private citizens and special interest groups to
become more involved and exert greater influence on Bureau decisions.
We also pointed out that the Bureau'’s staffing and funding had not kept
pace with the unprecedented number of new responsibilities and specific
tasks assigned to the Bureau by legislation, executive order, and court
decisions.

In an October 1982 report entitled Public Rangeland Improvement—A
Slow, Costly Process in Need of Alternate Funding (GAO/RCED-83-23), we
reported that Bureau assessments indicated that most of the public
rangeland continued to be in an unsatisfactory condition and was pro-
ducing at less than its potential. We concluded that the Bureau had
made some progress in improving range conditions but lacked consistent
data showing the overall effects of its management actions. We also
pointed out that there was a sizable backlog of range improvement
projects and a need for alternative funding sources for range improve-
ment projects.

This assignment was initiated in response to a request from the Chair-
men of the House Committee on Interior and Insular Affairs and its Sub-
committee on Public Lands, which is now the Subcommittee on National
Parks and Public Lands. The request asked us to assess the progress the
Bureau and Forest Service range management programs are making
toward improving public rangeland conditions. As agreed with the
requesters, we focused our work specifically on the following issues:
progress in improving range conditions (see ch. 2); whether grazing
levels are based on recent assessments (see ch. 3); whether range
improvement funding is being used on the most beneficial projects (see
ch. 4); the adequacy of range condition inventory and monitoring sys-
tems (see chs. 2 and 5); the success of the Experimental Stewardship
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Program (see ch. 6); and the adequacy of protection of rangeland ripa-
rian areas (this is the subject of a concurrent GAO review that is being
reported on separately).*

Our review covered Bureau and Forest Service management of public
rangeland in the 16 western states. All of the Bureau’s rangelands under
livestock grazing permits are located in these states. The Forest Service
grazing program extends into the eastern states; however, over 95 per-
cent of the livestock grazing on Forest Service range occurs in the 16
western states. The National Grasslands, a separate program managed
by the Forest Service, was not included in our review,

To obtain broad coverage of both agencies’ range management pro-
grams, we developed an extensive questionnaire to be completed by
Bureau and Forest Service range staff for a randomly selected number
of livestock grazing allotments. We discussed the questionnaire with
Bureau and Forest Service officials and field-tested it before it was sent
to the agencies’ range managers. The questionnaire approach was cho-
sen because it was impractical to conduct on-site visits at more than a
small number of the several hundred field offices where records are
maintained and the staff responsible for carrying out the range manage-
ment programs are located. We did, however, visit 20 Bureau and Forest
Service field offices to validate questionnaire responses, to review range
records, and to discuss the program with knowledgeable field staff.

The information presented in this report consists of estimates based on
our analysis of questionnaire responses from a statistically valid ran-
dom sample of 398 Bureau and 390 Forest Service grazing allotments.
The precision of the statistical estimates was developed at the 95 per-
cent confidence level and is shown as the lower and upper limits of the
95 percent confidence limits. This means that 95 times out of 100, the
true universe value of allotments being estimated is between the lower
and upper limits of the confidence interval. The limits of the 95 percent
confidence interval are shown in parentheses following each statistical
estimate presented in the tables of this report. Where statistical esti-
mates are in the report text, the upper and lower limits are shown in
footnotes. The statistical estimates reflect the expert opinions of govern-
ment range managers directly involved in managing grazing on the pub-
lic range. Because we are dealing with range managers’ professional

*Riparian areas are heavily vegetated areas along the banks of rivers and streams and around'
springs, wet meadows, lakes, and ponds.
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opinions, there also is a nonsampling error associated with the accuracy
of the responses from the range managers, the size of which is unknown.

The Bureau maintains an inventory of its approximately 22,000 live-
stock grazing allotments from which we identified 3,009 allotments with
a minimum active grazing level of 1,000 AuMs. From these 3,009 large
allotments, we randomly selected 400, which are administered by 92
separate field offices. We limited our sample to larger allotments
because more than 75 percent of the livestock grazing on Bureau range
occurs on these allotments and many of the smaller allotments are scat-
tered and rarely visited; little information is available on these smaller
allotments. After examining the questionnaire responses, we reduced
our final sample to 398 because one allotment was in litigation and
another allotment is no longer under the Bureau’s management.

We selected our Forest Service sample from a listing of livestock grazing
allotments provided by Forest Service headquarters. From the listing,
we randomly selected 396 grazing allotments administered by 207 field
offices. Unlike the Bureau, the Forest Service does not routinely main-
tain a listing or inventory of its grazing allotments and we therefore did
not focus on the large allotments. After examining the questionnaire
responses, we reduced our final sample number to 390 to eliminate rec-
reational and other allotments not being used primarily for livestock
grazing.

Additionally, we visited 14 Bureau field offices and 6 Forest Service
field offices to verify a selected number of questionnaire responses with
grazing records. While at the field offices we discussed the questionnaire
responses with range conservationists responsible for managing the
sample allotments, discussed local management of federal rangeland
with the field office manager and the range staff, and inspected several
of the sample grazing allotments. We also discussed the range manage-
ment program with officials at each agency’s Washington, D.C., head-
quarters. The Offices of the Inspector General for both the Department
of Agriculture and the Department of the Interior were contacted to
coordinate our work with the work they have programmed and con-
ducted in the rangeland management subject area. Our review was con-
ducted from August 1986 to August 1987 and updated as appropriate
through April 1988 in accordance with generally accepted government
auditing standards.
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Chapter 1
Introduction

We provided a draft of this report to the Department of Agriculture’s
Forest Service and the Department of the Interior for their review and
comment. Neither the Forest Service nor Interior commented specifically
on the recommendations in this report. The Forest Service said that it
shared the concerns discussed in the report and is taking steps to ensure
consistency in the evaluation of funding priorities and to emphasize cor-
rection of unsatisfactory range conditions. Interior, on the other hand,
stated that the research techniques we used do not support the report’s
conclusions. Interior also stated that we did not recognize the Bureau’s
existing policy and program direction that address the issues and recom-
mendations in the report. The Department did acknowledge, however,
that current policy and program direction needs to be more effectively
communicated to its field offices.

We believe the approach and methodology we used were sound and fully
support the conclusions and recommendations drawn. The methodology
and approach considered and incorporated both Bureau and other
rangeland professionals’ views. We also believe the Bureau'’s existing
policy and program direction is appropriately recognized in the report.
For example, our report recognizes that 80 percent of the Bureau’s
rangeland is stable to improving. The report’s focus, though, is on the
remaining 20 percent of the rangeland that is declining and/or over-
stocked because, without corrections, this land is susceptible to serious
or permanent damage. The Forest Service’s comments are presented in
appendix II, and Interior’s comments are presented and evaluated in
appendix III.

Page 19 GAO/RCED-88-80 Rangeland Management



Chapter 2

The Condition of Much of the Public Rangeland
Is Not Reliably Known

Uncertain Reliability
of Public Rangeland
Condition and Trend
Reports

Reported range condition and trend data for much of the public range-
land are not reliable because up-to-date monitoring data are lacking.
According to Bureau and Forest Service officials, much of the range con-
dition data currently reported were collected 5 or more years ago.
Agency officials stated that data on public range conditions and trends
may not be reliable or current because they lack the staff resources
needed to adequately monitor the condition of the vast amount of public
range they manage.

Because of the questionable reliability of the range condition and trend
information being reported, we asked professional staff—those who
manage the public range—at both agencies’ field offices for their profes-
sional opinions on present range conditions. Their responses tended to
support assessments cited in the agencies’ reports indicating that range
conditions in recent years have been generally stable to improved. How-
ever, the responses also indicated that range conditions are declining on
about 8 percent of the public rangeland. This is particularly alarming
because recovery from damage to rangeland can be a slow process, and
in some cases the damage is irreversible. The responses further indi-
cated that range managers lack current knowledge of range conditions
and trends for a sizable proportion of the land they manage.

By law, the Bureau and the Forest Service are required to maintain a
current inventory on range conditions and trends. However, the reliabil-
ity of the reports prepared on these inventories is questionable because

use of different definitions and assessment techniques over the years

makes trend comparisons between periods impractical,

much of the reported range condition information simply repeats data
that have not been updated for many years and may no longer be cur-
rent, and

both agencies’ range managers in the field do not know current condi-
tions and trends for much of their range.

According to Bureau and Forest Service officials, the range condition |
and trend data used for periodic reporting were derived from a variety
of analytic techniques used over the years. For example, 41 percent of

1“Range condition” (technically referred to as ecological range condition) is a comparison of the pre-
sent plant cormmunity to what the natural plant community would be if undisturbed by outside forces
such as livestock grazing. “‘Range trend” refers to the direction of change in the health and productiv-
ity of the rangeland observed over time. It indicates whether the rangeland is moving toward or away
from specific management objectives.
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the public range included in the Bureau’s 1986 range condition report
was assessed using ecological monitoring—formal field inventory stud-
ies of types and quantities of plant life. Another 25 percent was
assessed using other monitoring techniques, and the remaining 34 per-
cent was assessed on the basis of professional judgment.

Much of the range condition information being reported by both agen-
cies is more than b years old and may no longer be accurate. According
to Forest Service range managers, the range condition information being
reported for 40 percent of the agency’s grazing allotments is based on
data over 10 years old. Bureau range managers stated that much of
their range condition information was obtained from one-time invento-
ries conducted prior to 1982,

Range managers at both agencies’ field offices stated they had no basis
to judge the condition and trends for much of the range they manage.
Bureau range managers responding to our questionnaire indicated that
the condition of 28 percent of their rangeland is unknown and that
trends for 26 percent are unknown. Responses from Forest Service
range managers indicated they lacked knowledge of the condition for 23
percent of their rangeland; they did not express an opinion on trends for
12 percent.

Bureau and Forest Service officials agreed that the reliability of the
range condition information being reported was questionable because of
the varying analytical techniques used and the age of much of the
reported information. They stated that they are currently working on
clarifying standards for assessing and reporting range conditions and
trends. However, the age of much of the data reported will likely con-
tinue to be a problem because there are approximately 31,000 grazing
allotments spread over about 268 million acres of public rangeland, only
a small portion of which can be formally monitored for range conditions
and trends in any one year. To illustrate the magnitude of the task, the
Forest Service had 561 range conservationists and technicians in 1985 to
oversee 9,000 grazing allotments covering 103 million acres. On average,
this means that each person oversees 16 grazing allotments covering
184,000 acres.
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Chapter 2
The Condition of Much of the Public
Rangeland Is Not Reliably Known

The Bureau annually reports on public range in terms of excellent, good,
fair, and poor condition.z The Bureau also reports whether the range
trend is improving, stabilizing, or declining. The 1986 report stated that
34 percent of the Bureau's public range was in excellent or good condi-
tion and that 59 percent was in fair or poor condition. The report indi-
cated that 15 percent of the rangeland was improving, 64 percent was
stable, and 14 percent was declining. Conditions and trends were
reported as unknown for 7 percent of the public range.

We asked range managers assigned to Bureau field offices for their opin-
ions on current range conditions and trends. The responses we received
indicated that in their professional opinions, conditions and trends dif-
fered somewhat from those reported in the Bureau’s 1986 report. How-
ever, both the report and responses indicated that range conditions and
trends were stable to improving. One significant difference was that in
the range managers’ opinions the range conditions and trends were
unknown for a much larger percentage of the public range than the offi-
cial report indicated. Another difference between the 1986 report and
our questionnaire results was that range managers’ responses indicated
that the range condition was improving for a larger percentage of the
public range.

Table 2.1 shows the range condition and trend information reported in
the Bureau’s 1986 report and the range managers’ summarized
responses to our questionnaires.

Tabte 2.1: Bureau Public Rangeland

Conditions and Trends

Conditions Trends
Range Range
managers’ managers’
1986 report responses 1986 report responses
Status (percent) (percent) Status (percent) (percent)
Excellent 4 6 (4-8p improving 15 20 (16—24)
Good 30 23 (15-30) Stable 64 47 (42-52)
Fair 41 31 (26-37) Declining 14 7 ( 5-10)
Poor 18 12 ( 8—15) Unknown 7 26 (22-30)
Unknown 7 28 (19-38) ,
Total 100 100 Total 100 100 '

aThe numbers in parentheses are the lower and upper limits of projections to the universe at the 95
percent confidence level.

“Range that is 76-100 percent similar to the natural plant community is rated excellent, 51-75 percent
similar is good, 26-50 percent similar is fair, and 0-25 percent similar is poor.
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Forest Service Range
Conditions and Trends

As shown in table 2.1, the Bureau’s range managers in the field lacked
knowledge of range conditions and trends for 28 and 26 percent of the
range they manage, respectively. These are approximately four times
the percentages of unknown conditions and trends reported in the
Bureau'’s 1986 report. One possible explanation for this difference is
that the 1986 report continued to repeat information on a given allot-
ment even though it was outdated and/or unreliable, whereas the range
managers might report the condition or trend as unknown because of
the lack of current information. The range managers also believed that
the condition of at least 7 percent of the Bureau’s rangeland was
declining.

The Forest Service has not formally reported on range conditions and
trends since 1977. However, in 1986 the Forest Service directed its field
offices to estimate the ecological status and trends for approximately 50
million acres of public range classified as suitable for grazing. In Febru-
ary 1987, the Forest Service issued a report summarizing the results of
the 1986 survey. The Forest Service measures the ecological status of its
rangeland in terms of social stages—which compares the similarity
between the present plant community and the potential natural commu-
nity (PNC) of a given site.

The potential natural community is the plant community that would
ultimately become established in the absence of interference by man
under the present environmental conditions. Given this, the Forest Ser-
vice classifies its rangeland as follows: (1) PNC, if the present plant com-
munity is 76-100 percent of the potential natural community; (2) Late
Seral, if the present community is 51-75 percent of the potential natural
community; (3) Mid Seral, if the present community is 26-50 percent of
the potential natural community; and (4) Early Seral, if the present com-
munity is 0-25 percent of the potential natural community.

Range managers at Forest Service field offices indicated to us that cur-
rent range conditions and trends differed only slightly from those
reported in the agency’s 1987 report; they generally corroborated the
report’s conclusion that overall trends in range condition were stable to
improving. There are two significant differences: (1) range managers
indicated they were aware of conditions and trends for a smaller per-
centage of the public range than the 1987 report indicated and (2) range
managers’ responses indicated that the conditions were improving for a
smaller percentage of the public range than the 1987 report indicated.

Page 23 GAO/RCED-88-80 Rangeland Management



Chapter 2
The Condition of Much of the Public
Rangeland Is Not Reliably Known

Table 2.2 shows the range condition and trend information summarized
in the Forest Service’s February 1987 report and the responses of field
office range managers summarized from our questionnaire.

Table 2.2: Forest Service Public
Rangeland Conditions and Trends

Conclusions

Conditions Trends
Range Range
managers’ managers’
1987 report responses 1987 report responses
Status (percent) (percent) Status (percent) {percent)
PNC 15 14 (11-18) Improving 44 30 (25-34y
Late Seral N 22 (17-26) Stable 42 49 (44-54)
Mid Seral 39 30 (25—-35) Declining 14 9 (7-12)
Early Seral 15 11 ( 8—13)  Unknown® 0 12 ( 9-15)
Unknown® 0 23 (17-30)
Total 100 100 Total 100 100

aThe numbers in parentheses are the lower and upper limits of projections to the universe at the 95
percent confidence level.

bAccording to Forest Service headquarters officials, the “‘unknown™ category was not one of the options
available to its staff for estimating range conditions and trends for the February 1987 report. Therefore,
no range was reported as having unknown conditions or trends.

As shown in table 2.2, the Forest Service’s range managers’ responses
indicated that they lacked knowledge of the range condition for 23 per-
cent of the range they managed and that they did not know trends for
12 percent. The responses also indicated that the condition of at least 9
percent of Forest Service rangeland was declining.

Forest Service officials told us that the information for many of the
grazing allotments reported in the February 1987 report was not based
on current assessments. In fact, some of the information on which the
report was based simply repeated data that were collected in the 1960s
and 1970s. These data have not been updated since then. This circum-
stance not only helps to explain the differences in the percentage of
unknown conditions and trend data between the February 1987 report
and range managers’ responses to our questions, but also raises ques-
tions about the reliability of the February 1987 report.

The Bureau and Forest Service currently lack reliable, up-to-date infor-
mation on range conditions and trends for much of the public range-
lands. To obtain and maintain current range condition information on
approximately 31,000 grazing allotments covering about 268 million
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acres would be a monumental task, and we believe it would be unrealis-
tic to expect that the Bureau and Forest Service could maintain current
in-depth information on all grazing allotments given the resources
assigned to this work.

Responses from the agencies’ range managers indicated that current
range conditions were not known for 28 percent of the Bureau’s and 23
percent of the Forest Service’s public rangelands, and that trends were
not known for 26 percent of the Bureau’'s and 12 percent of the Forest
Service's rangelands. Their responses also indicated that the trend for
the majority of the remaining range was generally stable or improving.
More importantly, however, the range managers’ responses indicated
that range conditions were declining for at least 7 percent of the
Bureau’s rangeland and at least 9 percent of the Forest Service’s range-
land. We believe that this is particularly important because once dam-
aged, rangeland recovery to its prior condition is slow, and in some cases
never occurs, resulting in a permanent loss of the resource. Chapters 3,
4, and b discuss specific actions we believe the Bureau and the Forest
Service should take to better focus management attention on declining
rangelands.
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Current Information
Lacking on Livestock
Carrying Capacity

Overgrazing has historically been one of the most serious causes of
rangeland deterioration. Overgrazing occurs when livestock forage con-
sumption levels exceed the regenerative capacity of the natural vegeta-
tion. Establishing livestock forage consumption levels that do not
overtax the land (called carrying capacity) is an important factor in
preventing further deterioration of the public rangelands. To properly
manage the public rangelands, accurate livestock carrying capacities are
needed for each grazing allotment. However, Bureau and Forest Service
range managers have not recently assessed the carrying capacity of
many allotments. Allotments with 20-year-old carrying capacity assess-
ments are not uncommon.

In the absence of recent carrying capacity assessments, we asked the
two agencies’ range managers for their opinions on the appropriateness
of established grazing levels on the allotments they manage. They said
they believe that for about 18 percent of the Bureau’s allotments and for
21 percent of the Forest Service’s allotments, the authorized grazing
levels exceeded the carrying capacity of the allotment (a condition
known as ‘“‘overstocking’’). The range managers also said that the range
condition of many of these allotments was deteriorating.

To set grazing levels on allotments, range managers need current and
accurate information on how much livestock grazing each allotment can
sustain without damaging range resources. To obtain this information,
both agencies are responsible for assessing livestock carrying capacities
and adjusting permitted grazing levels as needed.

Survey responses to our questionnaire showed that range managers
lacked current carrying capacity information to use in adjusting grazing
levels for many allotments. As table 3.1 shows, in the last 20 years, car-
rying capacities have not been assessed for 30 percent of the Bureau
allotments and 14 percent of the Forest Service allotments in our sam-
ple. More importantly, it also shows that for allotments that the range
managers believed were overstocked and thus in danger of deteriora-
tion, 37 percent of the Bureau’s allotments and 21 percent of the Forest
Service’s allotments have not had a carrying capacity assessment in
over 20 years. Furthermore, the percentage of overstocked allotments
without recent carrying capacity assessments was higher than for all
allotments, suggesting that carrying capacity assessments on over-
stocked allotments have not received any special emphasis.
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Table 3.1: Range Managers’ Responses
on When Carrying Capacity Was Last

Assessed

Overstocked

Allotments Have
Potential for Further
Deterioration of Range

Conditions

Percent of allotments

Bureau Forest Service
Only Only
Last assessment All overstocked All overstocked
0 to 9 years 55 (51-60)? 49 (38-61)° 57 (52—61)? 53 (42—-64)
10 to 20 years 11 ( 8—13) 11 ( 4-19) 23 (19-27) 21 (12-30)
Qver 20 years 30 (26-34) 37 (25-48) 14 (11-18) 21 (12-30)
No response 4 3 6 5
Total 100 100 100 100

“The numbers in parentheses are the lower and upper limits of projections to the universe at the 95
percent confidence level.

Range managers’ survey responses showed that they believed that 18
percent of the Bureau's allotments and 21 percent of the Forest Service’s
allotments in our sample were overstocked.' This means that about one
out of every five grazing allotments is potentially subject to deteriora-
tion from overstocking,.

Survey responses further indicated that range managers believed that
declining range condition trends were more prevalent on overstocked
allotments than on other allotments. As is shown in table 3.2, survey
responses indicated that four times as many overstocked allotments
have declining range conditions than other allotments.

Table 3.2: Range Managers’ Estimates of
Allotments With Declining Range

Condition Trend

Percent of allotments with
declining range

conditions
Forest
Status Bureau Service
Overstocked 20 (10—29)® 24 (14-33y
All other 5§ (27 6 (3-8)

#The numbers in parentheses are the lower and upper fimits of projections to the universe at the 95
percent confidence level.

!The lower and upper limits of the 95 percent confidence interval are 14 and 21 percent for the
Bureau and 18 and 25 percent for the Forest Service.
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Most Allotments Identified
as Overstocked Were Not
Scheduled for Grazing
Reductions

Range managers of both agencies disclosed that no adjustments of the
number of livestock on grazing permits were scheduled for 75 percent of
the allotments the range managers believed were overstocked.> Over
half the range managers cited insufficient range monitoring data as a
major reason for not scheduling grazing reductions. This is shown in
table 3.3, along with other major reasons the range managers cited.

Table 3.3: Reasons for Lack of Grazing
Reductions on Allotments dentified as
Overstocked

]
Percent responding?

Forest
Reasons cited Bureau Service
Insufficient data 58 (45-72)p 52 (40-65)¢
Permittee resistance 28 (16—41) 16 ( 7-26)
Outside politicai climate 36 (23-49) 5 (0-10)
Agency political climate 36 (23—49) 3 (0-8)
Pending range improvement 6 (0-12) 10 ( 2-17)
Permittee nonuse 9 (1-17) 15 ( 6-23)

aThe respanses do not total 100 percent because many of the range managers indicated more than one
reason for not scheduling a grazing reduction.

BThe numbers in parentheses are the lower and upper limits of projections to the universe at the 95
percent confidence level.

Range managers at the Bureau and Forest Service offices we visited
acknowledged that they have been slow in adjusting grazing levels for
overstocked allotments. They cited reasons similar to those shown in
table 3.3 for not scheduling grazing adjustments for overstocked allot-
ments. They told us that range monitoring data were often lacking, and
thus they did not have the data needed to enforce a reduction in grazing
capacity. As an alternative, they said that they had attempted to con-
vince certain permittees to agree to reductions and that in some cases
this had been successful.

During visits to the agencies’ field offices, we obtained the following
descriptions of five overstocked allotments along with the reasons range
managers gave for not adjusting grazing levels.

1. The permit for this Bureau allotment authorized an annual grazing
level of 2,927 AuMs even though a 1981 carrying capacity study con-
cluded the ailotment could support only 2,020 AuMs. The range and ripa-
rian areas were in poor condition because of overstocking and the fact
that the livestock tended to concentrate their foraging in selected areas

“The lower and upper limits of the 95 percent confidence interval are 65 and 85 percent for the
Bureau and 66 and 85 percent for the Forest Service.
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Conclusions

(livestock distribution problems). A lack of time to assess needed man-
agement actions and permittee resistance to reductions were cited as the
primary reasons that no grazing adjustment had been scheduled for the
allotment.

2. The carrying capacity had not been assessed in the last 20 years for
this Bureau allotment, which had an annual permitted grazing level of
9,262 AuMs. The allotment range condition was deteriorating because of
overstocking, a lengthy grazing season, and livestock distribution prob-
lems. Permittee resistance and insufficient monitoring data due to a lack
of staff were cited as the reasons that no grazing reduction had been
scheduled for the allotment.

3. The carrying capacity for another overstocked Bureau allotment was
last assessed in 1972. The range condition of the allotment, which had a
permitted grazing level set at 1,218 AUMs annually, was deteriorating
because of significant overstocking and livestock distribution problems.
The political climate both within and external to the Bureau was cited as
the reason that a grazing level reduction had not been scheduled. Specif-
ically, the range manager said that the Bureau had not been emphasiz-
ing grazing allotment reductions at that time.

4. This Forest Service allotment had an annual permitted grazing level
set at 660 AUMs, established in 1961. This level was estimated by the
range manager to be more than