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Catastrophic wildfires, like this one in Idaho last summer, inflict economic destruction to ranching and rural communities, while 
devastating wildlife habitat and watershed stability.
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Western rangelands provide livelihoods for their caretakers and communities,  
but the challenges associated with them, including wildfires, can be  

far from romantic, especially on public grazing lands.

by Kim Holt

In July 2012 Lynne Terry reported on the Long Draw fire in  

The Oregonian. The lightning-strike inferno blazed for eight 

days, quickly sweeping across 871 square miles, or 557,600 acres, 

of rangeland in the southeastern part of the state. In one night  

the wind-driven flames burned 300,000 acres.
continued on page 110...
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page 109 An estimated 85% of the charred 

land was habitat — thousands of 
acres of sagebrush — used by sage 
grouse for nesting. In 2010 the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS) 
determined the sage grouse 
warranted protection under the 
Endangered Species Act but held 
off listing the bird at that time.

Terry wrote: “Rosemary Stoddart 
couldn’t see much through the 
smoke, barely the road ahead. 
But she drove forward anyway, 
blaring the horn with the window 
down, hoping to find her brother. 
Dave Stoddart had called on his 
cell phone for help. Working on 
horseback to move cattle away from 
the flames, he’d been caught with 
the roar of the fire to his back.

“As Rosemary Stoddart sped 
through the desert, Dave Stoddart 
galloped toward the road, flames 
leaping at his sides. First she heard 
his voice. Then she saw him emerge 
like an apparition from the smoke….

“The Stoddarts’ narrow escape 
in the rangeland of southeastern 
Oregon was one of the many 
hardships facing residents in the 
path of the massive Long Draw fire, 

the state’s largest wildfire in nearly 
150 years.”

Rosemary Stoddart says, “People 
say it’s just grass and ranchers 
and cattle that are ruined. But it’s 
ruined the whole habitat. There’s 
nothing left alive in the burned 
areas. Not even any bugs.”

Last summer in early August, a 
multitude of lightning bolts struck 
the foothills and mountains in 
southwestern Idaho, just east of 
Boise. The strikes ignited numerous 
wildfires, which took off in a hurry 

in 30 to 40 miles per hour (mph) 
hot winds.

Similar to the Oregon ranchers 
in the Long Draw fire, Idaho 
ranchers had cattle grazing on 
summer public rangelands.

In his first-hand account of the 
fire, Steve Stuebner, writer and 
producer of Life on the Range, an 
educational project sponsored by 
the Idaho Rangeland Resource 
Commission (IRRC), writes: 
“Ranchers jumped on horseback 
in hopes of moving their cattle out 
of harm’s way. Jeff Arrizabalaga 
went to Wilson Flat in hopes of 
rescuing his cattle and some cattle 
belonging to Charlie Lyons….

“‘It was a hot son of a b—,’ said 
Arrizabalaga. ‘…we tried to get 
them out of there; by the time we 
got over there and started on them, 
it was a horse race to try to get them 
gathered, and you can’t gather cows 
when you’re going that fast….’”

This fire, the Pony and Elk fire 
complexes, quickly burned together 
into a giant conflagration that 
eventually charred 280,000 acres in 
a matter of several weeks. Stuebner 
reports that on day 3, the Elk 
complex fire worsened, burning 

Rangelands are renewable resources that supply man with food and fiber at very low energy cost. In Idaho, for example, nearly half of this state’s 
lands are classified as rangeland, with 80% managed by a state or federal agency.

“ We’re very concerned 

that if the bird is 

listed [as endangered] 

it could have very 

negative impacts and 

lead to drastic cuts in 

livestock grazing on 

federal lands.”— Dustin Van Liew
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50,000 acres in a single day. It 
burned over the top of cattle, sheep 
and wildlife and charred homes 
and outbuildings.

These Idaho fires burned the 
summer range — the livelihood 
— of at least 20 ranchers whose 
cattle graze on Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) and Forest 
Service land, including all of Lyons’ 
public rangelands. 

Ranchers like him won’t be able 
to utilize these federal allotments 
for, more than likely, the next 
two years in order for the range 
to heal, causing them to have to 
find alternative forage resources, 
downsize their herds and/or take 
jobs off the ranch.

In a stance of solidarity, Idaho 
Gov. Butch Otter agrees that more 
proactive management of rangelands 
is needed by the BLM and Forest 
Service to prevent large, catastrophic 
fires like these. An estimated 24,000 
acres of sage-grouse habitat also 
burned in this fire.

As Stuebner reports, Otter said 
at a community meeting “We’re 
in the process of keeping the sage 
hen off the endangered species list. 

The greatest threat to keeping that 
species off the list happens to be 
fire.”

Larger-scale fires, the spread 
of juniper trees and increased 
development have helped spur the 
decline of sage grouse populations 
and their original habitat over the 
last 50 years in 11 western states.

On a recent segment of 
NCBA’s (National Cattlemen’s 
Beef Association) “Cattlemen to 
Cattlemen,” Dustin Van Liew, 
executive director of the Public 
Lands Council (PLC), explained, 
“We’re very concerned that if the 
bird is listed [as endangered] it 
could have very negative impacts 
and lead to drastic cuts in livestock 
grazing on federal lands.”

For 46 years the Washington, 
D.C.-based PLC has represented 
livestock ranchers who use public 
lands — individuals who are 
caretakers of the range and the 
economic drivers of rural western 
communities.

Van Liew said, “The decision by 
the USFWS will be by September 
of 2015. So we’re on a bit of a short 
timeline here on working with 
the agencies to ensure whatever 
happens with the sage grouse does 
not impact livestock.”

The Endangered Species 
Act has been called one of the 
most “economically damaging” 
laws facing American livestock 
producers because of its land and 
water use restrictions.

Seeking regulatory change
Similar to many ranchers, Otter, 
a friend to agriculture and the 
ranching industry, supports the 
use of proactive grazing practices 
that remove the fire fuel loads, 
such as cheat grass, to avoid hot-
burning wildfires with catastrophic 
environmental damage like the 
ones of last summer.

Cheat grass is a very flammable 
exotic annual grass which grows 
back immediately after a fire. 
It doesn’t need two years, as do 
some native plants, in order to 
re-establish. Cattle readily eat this 
invasive plant when it’s green as it 
ripens and produces a seed head, 
all before it dries up and becomes a 
major contributor to fire fuel load.

In a natural resources update in 
the Idaho Cattle Association’s Line 
Rider, Karen Williams, that group’s 
natural resources policy director, 
said that legislators recognize that 
current practices of federal forest 
and range management, combined 
with extreme drought, are creating 
dangerous and economically 
and environmentally damaging 
conditions across the West.

She says, “The same 
perseverance, even stubbornness, 
which will enable the burned-out 
ranchers to persist must be applied 
to our efforts to bring about 
legislative and regulatory change.”

Rangeland survival
Just south of Idaho lies neighboring 
Nevada, a state where 81% of the 
land is federally owned. There are 
only four other states where the 
federal government is the landlord 
to more than half of the state’s 
acreage: Utah (66%), Idaho (62%), 
Alaska (62%) and Oregon (53%) 
(also see sidebar). 

Federal land stats:
The federal government owns roughly 
28% of the land in the U.S. — 635-640 
million acres — with most of these 
lands in the West and Alaska.

Of the 11 western states 47% are 
federally owned. By contrast, the 
federal government owns only 4% of 
lands in other states.

Four agencies administer this 
land: the Forest Service (USFS) in the 
Department of Agriculture and the 
National Park Service (NPS), the Bureau 
of Land Management (BLM), and the 
Fish and Wildlife Service (FWS), all in 
the Department of the Interior (DOI).

The lands are managed for 
many purposes, primarily related to 
preservation, recreation and natural 
resource development.

Source: Congressional Research Service

continued on page 112...
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Near the small town of Paradise, 
40 miles north of Winnemucca 
in northern Nevada, is the home 
of Bell Ranch, owned by Woodie 
and Lilla Bell. The ranch includes 
registered Herefords, commercial 
F1s and Quarter Horses, the former 
the love of Lilla Bell, whose hardy 
Hereford herd has been more than 
50 years in the making under dry, 
high-desert, often unforgiving 
range conditions.

The drought of 2012-13 has 
lingered into 2014, and is the 
worst in their region’s history, 
Lilla reports, saying they have 
received only two inches of their 
usual eight to nine inches of 
annual precipitation.

Even so, high fertility and 
calving ease, along with as 
much milk and growth as their 

environment permits, have been 
bred into the Bell Hereford herd.

Lilla says she had a 99% breed-up 
last spring with at least 93% of her 
86 purebreds calving within 30 days 
this year. Even on just tumbleweeds, 
the fertility of her herd is “amazing,” 
she says, and calves averaged 600 lb. 
at weaning last fall.

At 76 years Lilla still carries 
out nearly all functions of her 
registered herd, from breeding 
to calving and recordkeeping to 
marketing. With limited labor, she 
had to put into place a “no excuses” 
culling regimen early on.

This, intertwined with a 
maternal focus, has helped Lilla 
breed more than 60 Dams of 
Distinction and the 2004 national 
champion bull, BRL Call 100L. 
Lilla bred three and owned five of 
the dams found on Call’s maternal 
side. She remarks, “The mother of 
Call was a Dam of Distinction and 
it sure shows.”

Bell sire candidates are 
developed and a number of them 
are performance-tested at the 
Snyder Bull Test in Yerington, 
Nev. Here, Lilla has bred the high-
indexing or champion Hereford 
bull the last five years. Her bulls are 
marketed both through this sale 
and privately each year.

Each year about 30 yearling 
and long-yearlings are marketed to 
repeat customers whose Bell-sired 
calves often put a top on feeder-
calf sales, something that is “really 
important” to Lilla. 

“The people who do buy our 
bulls and use them out in similar 
environments really appreciate 
them. The more progressive 
cattlemen are going to Hereford 
bulls. They can see the hybrid 
vigor, added pounds and better 
dispositions and fertility,” she says.

Bell bulls need to be very 
functional and sound in order to 
travel in open country. They also 
need to be easy fleshing and fertile, 
possess pigmentation, and have 
good dispositions.

Lilla says her customers often 
comment on how good the 

Hereford breeder Lilla Bell describes ranching in arid northern Nevada, where public lands 
are a primary feed source, as a “wonderful way” to raise children. Here, Lilla and her husband, 
Woodie, are pictured with their seven grandchildren.

“You don’t have to teach our cattle to eat weeds,” assures Lilla Bell of Bell Ranch, Paradise, Nev. Her  
hardy Herefords, bred for more than 50 years on the western range, breed up and calve with ease in  
her dry conditions.      
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Fertile, productive dams with volume, 
thickness and mothering ability are the 
hallmark of Bell Ranch, where Lilla Bell has 
bred more than 60 Dams of Distinction 
during her tenure in the purebred business.
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Hereford disposition is especially after 
they’ve used other breeds.

“They just can’t believe the 
difference,” she says, adding, “It’s such a 
challenge to get people to understand 
until they actually use Herefords. But I 
darn sure know the Hereford bulls will 
breed a lot more cows and they’re so 
much more fertile than the Angus.”

This is known to Lilla because she 
and Woodie strive to breed for the F1 
cross in their commercial herd that’s 
been built with Bell registered genetics.

These cattle need to adapt and 
thrive in lower country of mostly 
cheat grass and sagebrush and steeper 
elevations as high as 9,000 feet.

“The cattle do really well on the 
cheat so we like it,” Lilla explains. 
“When it’s green and starting to turn, 
it’s really good feed. When it turns and 
gets dry they don’t like it as well but 
they’ll eat it,” she remarks.

The Bells graze on private, BLM 
and Forest Service lands, but there’s 
more to it than, perhaps, what some 

would consider cheap pasture rent 
when running on public rangelands.

One of the Bell’s biggest 
challenges is keeping a viable feed 
source intact as drought endures 
and the hoops of dealing with these 
agencies constantly change.

A more recent challenge took 
place last fall when the BLM 
prevented the Bells from utilizing 
their winter range permit, citing 
drought conditions. The only 
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No easy answers 
Wildfires in 11 western states (Ariz., Calif., Colo., Idaho, Mont., Nev., 
N.M., Ore., Utah, Wash., Wyo. ) have been on the rise, according 
to the National Interagency Fire Center (nifc.gov), based in Boise, 
especially along the I-84 corridor in southwest Idaho. But why?

“That’s the million dollar question,” says Gretchen Hyde, the 
executive director of the Idaho Rangeland Resource Commission 
(IRRC). She explains that the majority of fire starts are caused by 
humans, complicated by cheat grass, “the perfect fire starter.” 
Topography, climate and wind are contributing factors to these 
“extreme fire storms.”

There are lots of opinions about where to place blame for 
these fires, but, Hyde explains, there are no easy answers.

“We are working on the science,” she says. “Right now it’s a 
lot of rhetoric. I haven’t found anyone who says ‘we’ve got the 
answer here.’ And there’s a lot of really smart people working  
on it.”

Nearly half of Idaho is classified as rangeland, and 80% of 
these lands are managed by either a federal or state agency. By 
definition rangelands are renewable resources that supply man 
with food and fiber at very low energy cost compared to those of 
cultivated land.

Education is Hyde’s focus at IRRC, the first state agency of its 
kind created in the 1990s to increase the public’s knowledge and 
understanding about rangeland management. One resource it 
uses is its Life on the Range website, lifeontherange.org.

Hyde explains there are differing schools of thought on the 
increase in rangeland fires. One opinion is that the fires are due 
to climate change, while some say cheat grass is to blame.

Another argument is the rangelands aren’t being grazed 
enough. But to a rancher and an environmentalist, that message 
can create two totally different visuals. So communication and 

education are key to this conversation because everybody has a 
different vision of what “grazing more” actually means.

“Everybody wants to simplify it,” Hyde remarks. The easy 
thing to say is federal land is mismanaged and overgrazed. “The 
media loves an easy answer — cows are easy to blame.”

However she points out that rangeland can be complicated, 
even more so than forestry. 

“It has more diversity and it changes quicker and more often. 
Every year the grass grows differently. Trees grow for a long time 
and evolve. Rangelands are very dynamic.”

Furthermore it is proven that cheat grass is the first weed to 
grow back in spring and to bounce back after fire.

“When we take two years of grazing rest after a fire, we’re 
creating the ideal environment to grow more. I think that’s 
pretty well understood,” she says, but the public land agencies, 
including BLM, work with blanket policies.

So establishing policy and timing on when it’s best to graze 
green cheat for maximum impact on thousands and thousands 
of acres is more complicated than meets the eye.

What’s needed is flexibility and common sense. “If the cheat 
is growing back and squeezing out the native, we have to do 
something to control it,” Hyde says, whether it’s through such 
means as strategic grazing or tools such as prescribed burns.

“It is time to look at the land management policies that allow 
for such devastation of wildlife habitat, watershed stability and 
economic destruction,” she says. “When you see people on TV 
whose houses burn down — this is no different.”

Often lost on the general public, however, is that these 
rangelands are the lifeblood of ranching families as well as 
habitat for wildlife species, including the sage grouse.  HW

continued on page 114...
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page 113 notification they received, however, 

was a heads-up one week before 
turnout onto range that would 
feed their cattle for six months.

Without this feed source, they 
were forced to sell two-thirds of 
their commercial herd, cattle 
bred up more than 50 years 
that were well adapted to their 
expansive, harsh environment, 
definitely a difference maker when 
mountainous pastures are 11 by 12 
miles in size.

Lilla also points out that 
ranchers are responsible for 

maintaining all fences. “It’s big 
country so you can lose cattle pretty 
easily too. It’s not just a cheap deal.”

The permittee group the Bells 
turn out with also hire a range 
consultant to advocate on its 
members’ behalf with BLM.  He 
protects their interests and helps 
keep the BLM from cutting permit 
numbers; permits can be difficult 
to get back. 

When Lilla and Woodie bought 
their grazing permits with their 
ranch, the permits included water 
rights and a specified number and 

class of livestock they could run on 
designated lands during specified 
seasons each year. 

Furthermore, sage grouse 
habitat lies within Nevada, too. 
Lilla believes that if the sage grouse 
is listed as endangered, “it’s going 
to be very devastating.” She points 
out that the cattle actually help 
out the sage grouse because the 
birds like shorter, green feed. “So 
if it’s not grazed, it makes a big 
difference,” she says

Additional issues that can affect 
ranch families like theirs, outside 
of drought, come in the forms 
of wildfires, which claimed 45 
head of Lilla’s purebreds in 2001; 
poisonous plants, which claimed 
some of her very best cows in the 
early 1990s; trichomoniasis (trich), 
which Lilla dealt with a long time 
ago; Mormon crickets; predators; 
cattle rustling; federally protected 
wild horses; endangered species; 
environmentalists; and, of course, 
the government.

“There’s just a lot of issues,” 
Lilla remarks, saying it seems 
that the decisions are made 
behind someone’s desk, mostly in 
Washington D.C.

Even with the more stringent 
trich regulations the state of 
Nevada has on its books, trich 
is a disease for which the Bells 
constantly monitor. That’s one 
reason why the purebreds stay 
closer to the headquarters except 
for a six-week stint on BLM spring 
pasture, while commercial cattle 
utilize Forest Service grazing.

Lilla points out that public-lands 
grazing is “a very different world” 
but one in which Hereford cattle 
can thrive. “You don’t have to teach 
our cattle to eat weeds,” she assures.

When asked why ranchers, 
like her and Woodie, continue to 
rely on public lands for grazing, 
Lilla replies, “I guess it’s the 
challenge — it’s a great way of life 
and a wonderful way to raise our 
children.”  HW

For further reading on rangelands and wildfires:
Idaho Rangeland Resource Commission, idrange.org
Life on the Range, lifeontherange.org
RANGE magazine, rangemagazine.com
Public Lands Council, publiclandscouncil.org
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