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Introduction 
 

Sunday afternoon, fresh out of the grocery bag, my most beloved snack barely reaches 

the cupboard before I snag a few crackers from the box. Wheat Thins! Small, savory, and totally 

to die for, they are truly the most perfect snack for my school lunches. I find myself returning to 

the bag all throughout the evening, just grabbing two or three at a time. Or maybe four or five. 

Or maybe just a whole handful! Pretty soon, it’s clear to me that I won’t be taking any Wheat 

Thins in my lunch this week… and I perhaps face an issue that is very similar to one that affects 

rangelands throughout our world; overgrazing! The same issue affecting my own cupboard and 

even my waist size also affects the landscapes that provide our food. Livestock grazing has been 

around since the very beginning of agriculture, particularly within pastoral societies that rely on 

livestock for subsistence and resources. However, using livestock grazing as a range 

management technique is a relatively new practice, with more science based management 

starting in the 1960s and 70s. With this type of livestock grazing, range scientists have been able 

to learn the ups and downs of proper and improper grazing practices. Giving us the knowledge to 

correctly manage the ranges that we all know and love today. But is livestock grazing really the 

best way to do this? Today, I’d like to investigate why properly managed livestock grazing is 

vital to sustain rangelands! 

 

 
SRM and Rangeland Science 

 
For starters, the creation of the Society for Range Management (SRM) is closely related 

to the environmental impacts that early livestock grazing had on the environment. Starting as 

early as 1862 when the Homestead Act was passed, westward expansion and development 

encouraged settlers to bring sheep and cattle into the U.S. By 1884, there were an estimated forty 



THE IMPORTANCE OF PROPER LIVESTOCK GRAZING 2 
 

million cattle within the Western United States. These livestock were dependent on any unfenced 

public land, causing widespread overgrazing and conflict between ranchers and landowners. 

Problems increased further in the late 1800s, with repeated droughts and harsh winters causing 

millions of cattle fatalities. Ranchers and range scientists quickly recognized the damages 

overgrazing had on the environment, causing soil erosion, water quality issues, and wildlife 

habitat and resource degradation. Due to the nature of livestock, the desirable, more palatable 

plants were significantly reduced in rangelands and poisonous, woody, and invasive plants 

increased. In many cases, cattle and sheep directly competed with wildlife, conflicting with 

rangeland ecosystem goods and services. All of these factors started to get people to realize the 

importance of having science-based grazing regulations in place. This influenced the 1948 

creation of the Society for Range Management, an organization that promotes sustainable 

rangeland management by balancing human needs, livestock production, and ecological health. 

The SRM also plays a huge role in advancing range science and educating both the public and 

land managers. Legislations that were introduced before the SRM was created, such as the Taylor 

Grazing Act, were important steps in introducing more organized grazing management. This 

specific act put an end to free open range grazing, adding a system of fees and permits for 

livestock grazing on public lands. However, keeping rangelands healthy required more organized 

research and professional oversight, further pushing for the SRM. As years passed, the SRM 

continues to further our knowledge of range science and has helped collect research on the 

multitude of benefits that proper grazing has in rangelands! 
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Grazing Management and Rangeland Ecology 
 

Properly managed livestock grazing is a key range management tool that is beneficial to 

the environment when it is based on the application of the four ecological principles of nutrient 

cycles, water cycles, energy flow, and living community succession. As livestock grazing 

practices became more organized, range scientists have discovered just how the environment, the 

animals, and the ranchers themselves benefit from proper grazing techniques. In terms of nutrient 

cycling, manure is naturally spread across the range by grazing livestock. This returns nutrients 

into the soil, decreasing the need for synthetic fertilizers, cutting costs and providing “free” 

forage for livestock as opposed to purchasing expensive hay. Soil structure is also improved as 

organic matter increases, supporting the water cycle by allowing water to better infiltrate the soil, 

reducing erosion and excess runoff. A study done in May of 2011, by the USDA Agricultural 

Research Service stated, “keeping dairy cows outdoors all year lowered ammonia emissions by 

about 30 percent,” and then later, “sediment erosion dropped 87 percent to an average of 330 

pounds per acre. Runoff of phosphorus, a major pollutant in the Chesapeake Bay Watershed, 

dropped from around 57 pounds per acre to 44 pounds per acre,” (Rotz, 2011). Proper grazing 

also increases energy flow within the rangeland by increasing photosynthesis and carbon 

sequestration, which is when soil captures and stores carbon dioxide from the atmosphere 

through photosynthesis and stores it in their root system. This carbon can then contribute to 

organic soil matter and help stimulate plant regrowth. This energy can then be used and 

transferred all throughout the ecosystem to sustain microorganisms, livestock, and wildlife! 

Lastly, managing grazing practices in a way that is a controlled disturbance can contribute to 

community succession in rangelands. By implementing grazing strategies that allow recovery 

periods for plant regrowth and preventing invasive and woody plant overgrowth, it maintains 

desirable plant communities, contributing to long term rangeland functionality and productivity. 
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These principles help keep rangelands and the animals that live on them healthy, reducing 

veterinary costs and antibiotic use. 

 
Grazing Management and Wildfire Management 

 
Another point that I would like to touch on is the fact that strategic and proper grazing 

greatly impacts wildfire prevention. Wildfires definitely have their benefits and downsides, but 

pose a great risk to people and animals on a large scale. With the increase in climate change, 

rangelands are at an increased risk of frequent and larger fires due to the increase in drought 

severity and frequency. This requires range scientists and fire managers to come up with a 

management strategy that can protect land and wildlife. The solution? Targeted cattle grazing. 

Targeting grazing to create wildfire fuel breaks can be very beneficial. Fuel breaks are strips of 

land where flammable vegetation is removed or reduced to help combat fires. There are many 

ways to do this, but many of these methods are costly or simply difficult to maintain. A big 

reason why fuel breaks are necessary is due to invasive grasses such as Cheatgrass. They are 

known to grow fast in the spring and then later die in the early summer months. This dry 

vegetation easily catches fire and spreads wildfires fast. Cattle can help remedy this problem, 

with range managers dedicating specific patches of land for cattle to graze and reduce these 

grasses until they reach the target height. The cattle are then moved to other areas with these 

grasses, further creating areas that make wildfires easier and safer to fight. Cattle are provided 

the forage, and wildfire fuel is greatly reduced! Ultimately, this helps protect human lives, 

wildlife, and the environment. 
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Regenerative Grazing 
 

At the end of the day, the benefits of livestock grazing only come from proper grazing 

execution, leading scientists to turn their focus towards regenerative grazing practices. The 

damages of overgrazing have been present since the early stages of U.S. history. Degradation of 

soil health, reduction of plant diversity, and livestock welfare impacts are evidence of the 

importance of grazing regulations and good grazing management. So rather than focusing on 

whether livestock grazing is good or bad, we need to shift our focus to how we graze. 

Particularity in a regenerative grazing manner and the rest, recovery, and adaptive decision 

making that ranchers and landowners make. In recent years, range scientists have created 

principles that help balance productivity and sustainability on rangelands. A 2023 study by 

AgNext, an extension of Colorado State University, states, “The seven principles (optimize 

stocking rate, consider distribution, prioritize ecological health, use a grazing plan, think beyond 

the range, practice adaptive management, and welfare begets performance) should be considered 

without hierarchy and should not be seen as mandatory,” (AgNext 2023). These principles were 

further reinforced by Anna Shadbolt, an AgNext professional that I had the privilege of 

interviewing for this paper. Her passion for these principles shined through as she explained the 

value of working with ranchers individually. Emphasizing the adaptive nature of the seven 

principles rather than being prescriptive across all ranches, supporting both people and 

ecosystems. These flexible rules align with regenerative grazing practices and the preservation of 

ecosystem goods and services. By optimizing stocking rate and proper animal distribution, 

overgrazing is prevented and soil cover is protected, increasing erosion control and carbon 

sequestration. And long term forage productivity, better plant recovery, and improved nutrient 

cycling is encouraged when ecological health is prioritized and a flexible grazing plan is 
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executed. Furthermore, adaptive management helps producers better respond to changes in their 

environment, supporting better resilience in times of drought and climate variability. All of these 

principles reinforce the importance of regenerative grazing in a manner that supports agricultural 

productivity and environmental sustainability. 

 
Conclusion 

 
In the end, the same thing that affects what I repeatedly snack on in the afternoon also 

shapes the health of the very diverse rangelands throughout the world. Similar to how balancing 

what and when we eat is vital to our own health, balancing how we manage livestock grazing is 

very important to our rangelands. We have seen just how overgrazing impacted our animals and 

rangelands many years ago and how grazing benefits soil health, reduces erosion, is a key to 

wildfire prevention, and helps with climate stabilization when properly managed. We now have 

the ability to identify and manage grazing practices to use them for the benefit of the range and 

ourselves! In the end, rangeland health directly impacts livestock health and we as a people 

should strive for sustainable practices that protect our lands and the many lives that depend on it. 

The healthier the range, the healthier the livestock, the healthier the food this country is 

dependent on! 
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