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Sustainable ranches need a stable forage supply 







Mobility 









Stock driveways 















Green valley view 



Brown valley 

Herding to mountains since 1845 



Transhumance 



Whites ride 





Forage supply comes from 
several sources 

Winter Range Feed and  Supplements Summer montane range 

Oak woodland ranch 



 
“Transhumance” 

use of Sierran 
meadows. 

80,000 brood 
cows on 504  
USFS leases in  
California 



Mountains and 
deserts, +80% public 
 
 

Grasslands, 
woodlands, and 
savanna, +80% private 
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(Kerven & Behnke, 2010) 



Case Studies: 
 

1. North 
Sacramento Valley 

(L. Forero) 
 

2. Sierra Foothills 
(A. Sulak) 

 
3.  San Francisco 

Bay 
(A. Sulak) 



Letter from Shasta Trinity Forest 
Supervisor to local stockman during WWI 



Finding: Fire suppression reduced 
forage 



Reduced numbers & season 

Findings: North Sacramento Valley 



Findings: North Sacramento Valley 

• Lost USFS permit made sale of private 
land more likely 



Why permittees quit 
• “Hassle factor” 
• More intensive use of private land 
• Losses in mountains, low weaning weights 
• Personal circumstances 
• Vegetation change 
• Labor (especially sheep) 
• Industry economics 

 
 



Ranches with permits were more stable 
during the 20th century. 



Case Study II: Sierran Foothills 

n Francisco 
y Area 

Adriana Sulak interviewed and surveyed ranchers with and 
without permits 



How important are the following reasons for using 
a Forest Service allotment? 

Ranked: 
 

1  Green feed 

2  Cost of alternatives is higher 

3  Lack of another alternative 

3  Makes the most economic sense 

4  Lifestyle 

5  Convenience 

 



 
Sierran Ranchers 
 

 
% permittees 

(n=23) 

% non-
permittees 

(n=14) 

 
X2 

Began ranching in the Sierra foothills 
before 1900 74 43 .06 

The ranch has been in my family for 
generations and I maintain it to carry 
out that tradition 

74 39 .04 

Family considerations have an 
important impact on my ability to 
use summer range. 

70 21 .01 

Ranching makes me feel close to the 
earth 91 79 ns 

I believe that ranching is a good way 
to make money 9 7 ns 



 
 

Sierran Ranchers 

% 
permitees 

(n=23) 

% non-
permittees 

(n=14) 

 
 

X2 
Conflicts with other land users have an 
important impact on my ability to use summer 
range. 

44 7 .00 

The development of surrounding land is highly 
important in my management goals, decisions, 
and practices 

65 31 .05 

Management has been influenced by 
vegetation change 74 21 .00 

Regulation and agency policy has an important 
influence on my operation 70% 14% .02 



Findings:  Sierra Foothills 
Permittees 

• Permittees differ from non-permittees 
• About a third would sell land if permit 

lost 
• Permit ≈ 45% of  income 
• Vegetation change, urbanization,         

hits permittees more 



Case Study III: East Bay 

Connectivity 



A typical East Bay ranch      
(Sulak 2007) 

--Median date of establishment:  1890 
--Competition for public leases as forage base 

shrinks. 
--Used 4 private leases on average, one used 

15 private and public 



If I lost my 
public 

leases… 

(Sulak 2007) 

• Would suffer a significant decline in income 
(41%). 

• Would have to reduce herd size. 
• Would like to buy or lease more land but it is 

increasingly difficult to find. 
• 35% - 50% might sell the ranch. 



In the Bay Area…. 
 

Agencies have an impact in who the 
ranchers of the future will be. 

 
Ability to build relationships 



Critical mass  



Landscape Scale:  Feedbacks of 
development or exclusion 

Ranch  
Developed or  
Ranch land 
taken out of 
production 

Limits management 
Loss of forage base 
Loss of infrastructure 
Loss of community 

Costs to farm and 
Pressure to sell 
increase 
 

feedback loop:  loss of ranches increases loss of 
ranches 
  
(Sulak and Huntsinger 2007) 



 
Ranchers and 
public lands 



"They think we can put the 
cows on a shelf when they 

don't need them." 



“It’s not open space.” 



Bay Nature Magazine 

Bay Area Foodscapes 



 
 

--Cows need a stable, year round, forage supply 
--Cows are not plants:  pastoralism world-wide makes 

use of mobility 
--In California and the west, public lands are part of 

where cows need to roam. 
--Connectivity=relationships 
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