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This article examines the history of rangeland management on the El Rito Dis-
trict of the Carson National Forest in northern New Mexico. The area became
part of the U.S. Forest Service system in the late nineteenth century, when
Mexican land grants in the area were not confirmed by U.S. courts. In the 1940s,
the Forest Service implemented a series of grazing restrictions in the district. The
article links these grazing reductions to both neo-Malthusian theories of natural-
resource use that delegitimized local subsistence agropastoralists and to early
rangeland-ecology models of herbivory impacts in semi-arid environments that
privileged capital-intensive, market-based livestock production. Range-science
models of ecosystem processes defined restoration as the application of prac-
tices ultimately benefiting commercial operations. Such an approach offered a
rationale for restricting agropastoralists. Environmental histories of the region
blamed environmental degradation on local cultural traits that constructed Hispano
agropastoralists as ignorant of economically and ecologically sound management
principles. Key Words: range science, environmental history, New Mexico,
agropastoralism, U.S. Forest Service.

In 1947, the El Rito District Ranger in the Carson National Forest in northern
New Mexico declared that forest rangelands were severely overgrazed. The
claim was based on a visual inspection of the forage layer in selected district

ranges, a method long favored by the United States Forest Service (USFS).1 This
determination led to a series of stock-reduction programs in the district that had
both immediate and long-term consequences for local permittees. Unlike the large,
commercial cattle operations that dominated cattle production on western ranges
in the 1940s, local permittees in El Rito engaged in transhumant pastoralism on the
montane rangelands of the El Rito District, a practice begun with the arrival of
Spanish settlers in the sixteenth century. Throughout New Spain, settlers relied on
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an agropastoral subsistence strategy characterized by the integration of small
household agricultural fields irrigated by a system of community-managed
acequias, or gravity-fed irrigation ditches, along with the grazing of livestock on
upland rangelands. The semi-arid conditions in northern New Mexico made dry-
land farming impossible. As a result, uplands managed collectively by villages
served as important rangelands for sheep, goats, and cattle, as well as for collect-
ing fuel wood and building materials and hunting.2 Beginning with the United
States’ control of the region in 1848, a series of enclosures has eroded local access
to, and control of, critical upland resources. This article focuses on the history of
grazing reductions in the El Rito District that I argue played a key role in the
process of land and water dispossession for local subsistence agropastoralists.

Geographers have long been interested in understanding the origins, diffu-
sion, and evolution of livestock production in North America.3 This research has
been particularly important for understanding the social and ecological impacts of
sheep and cattle production. An especially robust area of scholarship has focused
on the influence of Iberian-derived ranching forms in what is today the American
West (Jones 1979; Libecap and Alter 1982; Butzer 1988; Jordan 1993; Sluyter 1996).
Northern New Mexico holds a central place in this history. Beginning in the six-
teenth century, the first domesticated cattle and sheep herds arrived during a
series of Spanish expeditions, culminating in Juan de Oñate’s 1598 campaign to the
Rio Arriba region of what is today northern New Mexico (Baxter 1987; Simmons
1991; Starrs 1998). The Spanish settlers brought subsistence agropastoral produc-
tion to the semi-arid montane rangelands and valleys of New Mexico, a strategy
that was particularly adaptable to the geographic diversity and climatic variation
of the area (Sluyter 1996).

Despite the multiplicity of origins that characterize ranching in North America,
researchers note the persistence of uniquely Spanish-derived livestock-produc-
tion methods in northern New Mexico (Van Ness 1987; Starrs 1998; Raish and
McSweeney 2003). Despite this persistence, an array of political, bureaucratic,
scientific, and commercial imperatives related to rangeland management coalesced
between the mid-nineteenth and mid-twentieth century, which influenced specific
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federal-lands management practices and radically altered the landscape of Hispano4

agropastoralism in northern New Mexico (Figure 1).
Although many local residents in and around the El Rito District continue to

raise livestock today, they do so only if they are able to negotiate a patchwork
landscape dominated by federal land ownership (Figure 2). Lost are the communal-
property relations critical to the type of ranching brought to New Mexico by the
Spanish. In the 1930s and 1940s, forest rangers throughout the American South-
west claimed that unregulated livestock grazing had depleted Forest Service ranges.
Despite significant interregional variation, many rangers saw the Southwest as
uniformly degraded.5

The El Rito District’s 1947 claim of overgrazing initiated a district-wide case
study regarding the problem of locally degraded ranges. The resulting report,
delivered to Carson Forest Supervisor L. F. Cottam in March of 1947, focused
solely on the poverty of local permitees. No fieldwork was conducted regarding
ecological conditions, and no explanation was offered as to how the district deter-
mined that ranges were overgrazed.6 In early 1948, the USFS imposed grazing
reductions on all 141 smallholder Hispano grazing permittees. The grazing restric-
tions and reductions on federal lands in northern New Mexico were based on an
understanding of ecosystem functioning that assumed pastoralist production to
be lacking key practices necessary to maintain ecosystem equilibrium. Such a view
made it possible to demonstrate overgrazed ranges through an economic analysis
of the region. In El Rito, rangers assumed that agropastoralism was the cause of
significant and persistent poverty. This view, however, ignored the significant
differences between the environmental and economic impacts of commercial ranch-
ing and pastoralist production as practiced in northern New Mexico. Through
these grazing reductions, the Forest Service contributed to the land and water
dispossession that began for Hispano land grantees and land-grant heirs with the
arrival of the United States in 1848.

The rise of commercial ranching in the American West in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries and the influence of certain rangeland-ecosystem
models in federal land management transformed production practices in the El Rito
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District in the 1940s. Throughout the Southwest in the 1880s, a form of cattle
production emerged that replaced pastoralist livestock production based on ani-
mals’ natural reproductive capacities with a capitalist model based on market mecha-
nisms and capital investments, profoundly altering animal–plant interactions (Rico
1998; Sayre 1999, 2002). As many Africanist range scholars have noted (Hoben
1995; Scoones 1995; Angassa and Baars 2000), range science emerged to support
the needs of capital-intensive, market-based livestock production on arid and
semi-arid ranges. Capital-intensive methods to maintain range productivity (such
as range reseeding, breeding, fencing, and veterinary care) became the dominant
paradigm of range management (Clements 1928; Dyksterhuis 1949). The Clementsian
model, as it came to be known, offered a set of practices and proposed measures
for the restoration of degraded rangelands. The proponents of the model consid-
ered pastoralists incapable of mitigating ecosystem disturbances caused by live-
stock grazing.

This study begins by first considering the history of livestock production in
northern New Mexico in the context of an emerging focus by the Forest Service on
capital-intensive stock raising. It is in this context that smallholder agropastoralists
in northern New Mexico became a focus of grazing restrictions. Following this, the
study evaluates the role of Clementsian ecological models and the methods of
range science that served as the foundation of Forest Service regulatory efforts.
Lastly, the study reviews two environmental histories of the region representative
of the neo-Malthusian social models of natural-resource use that incorporated
Clementsian ecological models, further delegitimizing Hispano agropastoralists.
Despite extensive research that now acknowledges the critical economic and eco-
logical services provided by pastoral production (e.g., Ellis and Swift 1988;
Perevolotsky and Seligman 1998), these narratives motivated practices in El Rito
and elsewhere that divested agropastoralists of critical natural resources.

Whereas rangeland ecologists have debated the utility of the Clementsian
model in constructing management regimes capable of supporting livestock with-
out degrading ranges (Friedel 1991; Laycock 1991), geographers have focused on
both the ecological and social impacts of the practices prescribed by these mod-
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els. Human–environment research in geography, such as political ecology, has
attempted to address the disconnect between ecological models of arid range-
lands and the sociopolitical processes of rangeland management (Bassett 1988;
Turner 1993; Turner and Williams 2002). Political-ecology research seeks to “trace
the environmental impacts of socioeconomic practices across scale” (Robbins
2002, 1509). This study employs a political-ecology approach by positing that
ecological change is both an environmental and a political-economic process.
This study demonstrates that the erosion of the agropastoral economy of Hispano
communities in Rio Arriba has been a sociopolitical process of capital accumula-
tion, supported by ecological models privileging commercial users and neo-Malthu-
sian models deligitimizing Hispano agropastoralists that ultimately led to the
divestment of key resources from agropastoral producers.

Stock Raising in New Mexico
When Juan de Oñate established the first permanent Spanish settlement in

New Mexico in 1598, he marched northward from Zacatecas along the Rio Grande
leading a long wagon train of 600 soldiers, settlers, and Franciscan friars, followed
by a herd of cattle, sheep, and horses sufficient to serve the colony. This herd
would form the foundation of three centuries of stock raising in New Mexico
(Jones 1979; Simmons 1991). The Spanish immediately established settlements
supported by a militarily enforced encomienda system of obligatory labor, in which
Spanish elites extracted labor from Pueblo Indians as a mandatory tribute to the
colony. By 1680, the combination of Spanish brutality, drought, and smallpox, had
reduced by half the number of occupied Pueblos in the region (Barrett 2002). The
Pueblo Revolt of 1680 expelled the Spanish colonists from New Mexico until 1692,
when Diego de Vargas reconquered the region for Spain. Prior to the revolt, the
Spanish crown distributed land grants to individuals in return for military or ad-
ministrative service. The failure of the encomienda system, however, forced the
Spanish to alter colonial policies. Although the promise of riches that compelled
Oñate failed to materialize, the region remained strategic to the Spanish as a buffer
for more important mineral-producing regions south of the Rio Grande. The strat-
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egy of colonization ultimately led the Spanish to also offer land grants to settlers
willing to establish self-sustaining communities in the arid regions of New Mexico.

The settlements established after 1692 were organized around communal land
uses. The harshness of the climate and occasional Comanche and Apache raids
forced Spanish and Pueblo communities to cooperate in economic and social
activities. Even household subsistence-crop production required community co-
operation through collective management of the acequia irrigation. Research has
documented the social networks and reciprocity of the villages in the remote areas
of the region (Swadesh 1974; Jones 1979; Kutsche and Van Ness 1981; Ebright
1987; Rodriguez 1987; Van Ness 1987; Rivera 1998).

The history of sheep and cattle ranching in northern New Mexico after the
reconquest contrasts starkly with the destructive patterns of commercial produc-
tion elsewhere in the arid West. Despite the Denver and Rio Grande Railroad,
which first bisected the Rio Grande Valley in the early 1880s, potentially connect-
ing the area to outside markets, commercial grazing practices were not adopted by
Hispano smallholders in northern New Mexico.7 Although animal husbandry was
the central component of the agropastoral economy of northern New Mexico, the
goal of production was not to capture profits in the market, but to utilize animal
products for local subsistence. Despite views of the Hispano land grant as an
unmanaged commons overexploited by self-interested ranchers lacking formal
management mechanisms, Van Ness (1987) has shown how legal and social obliga-
tions were established both regionally and locally to manage and conserve the
upland commons.8 Likewise, the ruggedness of the terrain, the lack of market
imperatives, and the limited pasturage options and household-labor availability
kept herd sizes at sustainable levels. Well into the 1930s, Hispano farmers grazed
animals on upland-forest pasture ranges in the El Rito District in a seasonal cycle
of transhumance that took advantage of changing temperatures, precipitation,
and vegetation at different elevations. During the growing season, sheep and
cattle were grazed at lower elevation pastures and gradually driven higher into
montane-forest pastures as increasing temperatures offered improved grazing op-
portunities. After the harvest, individual family plots became communal land as
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livestock grazed stubble or were maintained with fodder (Van Ness 1987; Peña and
Martinez 1998; Raish and McSweeney 2003).

In 1935, 210 El Rito households farmed, on average, eight irrigated acres each,
with one landowner irrigating 71 acres. Three families owned large herds, grazing
a combined total of 3,260 sheep, and one family maintained 300 goats, but most
households maintained fewer than seven animals (Weigle 1975).9 Although the
herds were small, federal land managers in the Carson National Forest began a
process of grazing reductions in 1948, based on their 1947 case study that con-
cluded that livestock had “caused surrounding national forest ranges to become
depleted of vegetative cover to such an extent that a reduction in permitted graz-
ing use is necessary.”10 The claims of overgrazed and depleted ranges more likely
emerged from a combination of management decisions related to regional drought
conditions, political pressures related to federal-land grazing policies, and the
bureaucratic imperatives that developed in response to this political pressure.11

Throughout New Mexico, Texas, and Arizona, a severe drought beginning in
1943 and lasting into the late 1950s led to severe rangeland degradation on many
forest-service ranges (Osborn 1950; Fowler 2000). Lower stocking rates and aver-
age to better-than-average precipitation patterns in El Rito (Figure 3) suggest that
local foresters misidentified local ranges as depleted.12 As a result of region-wide
estimates of massive rangeland forage depletion in the 1930s, the El Rito District
fell under a wide net of stricter grazing controls, which the Forest Service cast over
the entire Southwest region. Although it seems unlikely that pastoralist livestock
practices alone, if at all, were responsible for depleted ranges, El Rito District
rangers reduced the number of permits available for locally owned cattle at the
same time as they increased access to timber by outside commercial-timber opera-
tors.13 For the next twenty years, district rangers continued to reduce grazing
permits in the district while increasing timber harvesting.14

The causes of rangeland depletion can be traced to commercial cattle ranch-
ing during the late-nineteenth-century cattle boom, rather than to the actions of
smallholder Hispano graziers in the 1940s. In 1881, the arrival of the Southern
Pacific Railroad in southern New Mexico and the influx of significant foreign and
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Figure 3. Snowfall in the winter of 1947–48 was 180 percent above median, and February
and March of 1948, the months prior to the imposition of the stock reduction program,
remain the wettest two-month period ever recorded in El Rito, New Mexico. Source:
Western Regional Climate Center.
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eastern-U.S. capital investments precipitated a boom in ranching and ranching
investments throughout the arid Southwest (Rico 1998; Sayre 1999; Fowler 2000).
In New Mexico and Arizona, large commercial-ranching operations began to take
advantage of new transportation networks to exploit open ranges. The 1.6 million
sheep grazing in New Mexico in 1870 increased to 5.2 million by 1883 (Raish and
McSweeney 2003). Between 1870 and 1890, New Mexico range-cattle numbers
increased from fewer than 200,000 to more than 1.3 million (Dahms and Geils 1997).
Severe drought in the early 1890s led to massive rangeland degradation in New
Mexico and Arizona when commercial ranchers left cattle on depleted ranges. The
same access to cheap credit that enabled ranchers to increase herd sizes in the
1880s also restricted their ability to decrease herds during the droughts of the
1890s. For many ranchers, praying for rain became a more sensible act than accept-
ing an economic loss by removing herds from ranges. Drought or no drought,
finance capital demanded a return on its investment. As Sayre (2002, 52) noted,

...these [ecological] conditions were highly variable and subject to periods of
drought, which could dramatically reduce the amount of feed available for stock.
As an input in the accumulation of capital, however, the grasses were a link in a
much larger financial system that demanded regular, reliable returns, regardless
of interannual variations in forage.

After the drought of the 1890s, range numbers declined across the Southwest
(Wildeman and Brock 2000), but by 1920, commercial herd sizes had returned to,
and in some places exceeded, pre-drought numbers. In New Mexico, cattle num-
bers reached 1.9 million head (Fowler 2000), and sheep herds exceeded 2 million
head in 1920 (Dahms and Geils 1997). The region-wide drought beginning in 1945,
which was particularly extensive in New Mexico, coincided with the decision of El
Rito rangers to restrict grazing and restructure the local economy away from sub-
sistence livestock production and toward commercial timber production.

Ecological Models of Rangeland Degradation
Public-lands management practices of the Forest Service in the 1930s and

1940s were based on range-science research that sought to redress the ecological
problems of large-scale use of western rangelands. In 1895, a USDA researcher



46 Correia

summarized the commercial goal of stock reduction programs:
The cattle on the breeding grounds of the West and Southwest died by thousands
from thirst and starvation. It may seem like throwing away money not to have all
the grass eaten down, but in the long run there will be more profit if there are
fewer head carried per square mile. (Smith 1895, 322)

Subsequent research focused on developing assessment techniques and meth-
ods to monitor and improve the forage layer and restore rangelands to their climax
condition (Sampson 1919; Clements 1928; Dyksterhuis 1949). The early success of
federal land-management policies based on early range-science models contrib-
uted to the view that commercial production provided superior productivity to
pastoralism, and that capital-intensive methods of range improvement supporting
commercial production mitigated the environmental impacts of livestock grazing.
This overemphasis on livestock as a factor in ecosystem disturbance overshad-
ows other potential influences. As Turner (2003, 160) has argued, “[t]his is espe-
cially important in the dryland tropics where changes in soil or vegetation have
often been misdiagnosed as caused by livestock when in fact they may be caused
by climate fluctuations.” Under the Clementsian ecological model, degraded ranges
were those that were depleted of vegetation through the grazing of livestock,
disrupting plant succession. The Clementsian paradigm relied on ecological bench-
marks against which deviation from a theoretical climax condition could be judged.
Ranges were either in or out of equilibrium, and disturbance from equilibrium, such
as livestock grazing, disrupted the linear progress to climax. Rangeland managers
sought to return ranges to equilibrium, primarily through prescribed rest, limited
stocking rates, and fencing, which remain crucial elements of rangeland manage-
ment today. The Clementsian model has long been the basis for federal land-
management agencies such as the Forest Service and the Bureau of Land
Management (Meeker and Merkel 1984).

The consequences of the cattle boom during the drought years of the 1890s,
and again during severe drought years in New Mexico between 1945 and 1954,
reinforced the dominant view that the arid Southwest required strict grazing con-
trols for the restoration of depleted ranges. The El Rito rangers responded by
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implementing a set of practices preoccupied with carrying capacity that disre-
garded climatic, spatial, and temporal variation of livestock impacts, as well as the
ecological impacts of economic organization among operations. The needs and
problems of commercial operations were paramount. Because pastoralism was
considered less economically important, it generated little research interest or
attention other than efforts to “modernize” production.

Beginning in the 1990s, criticism of the Clementsian model by range scientists
focused both on its oversimplification of ecological processes (Friedel 1991;
Laycock 1991), and the growing awareness that management practices that rely on
this model may in fact contribute to environmental degradation (Savory 1988;
Perevolotsky and Seligman 1998). Research in range science has since considered
the potential benefits of livestock grazing on arid and semi-arid ranges under
pastoral production regimes (Gamougoun et al. 1984; Ellis and Swift 1988;
Perevolotsky and Seligman 1998; Angassa and Baars 2000).

Environmental histories of natural-resource use in New Mexico, however,
ignored the growing body of range-science research on domestic herbivores and
environmental degradation and attributed regional poverty and ecological degra-
dation entirely to Hispano cultural traits (deBuys 1985; Rothman 1989, 1992). This
neo-Malthusian view of human–environment interaction posited that the even-
tual overexploitation of resources resulting from a reliance on common-property
resources is inherent to Hispano cultural systems. Such a view offered a powerful
rationale to maintain grazing restrictions and property relations that tightly con-
trolled Hispano grazing. Neo-Malthusian views that incorporated Clementsian
models of ecosystem function combined with racial and ethnic stereotypes of
Hispanos in northern New Mexico served to marginalize Hispano agropastoralists
(Pulido 1996). The following section examines two environmental histories of live-
stock-induced impacts on northern New Mexico’s rangelands (deBuys 1985;
Rothman 1989), which reanimated Clementsian models of range ecology with neo-
Malthusian arguments of environmental degradation, resulting in a narrative that
causally linked environmental degradation to agropastoral production and Hispano
culture.
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Environmental Histories
According to the Clementsian model, pastoralism, by virtue of its inability to

incorporate necessary range-improvement methods, is an inherently destructive
practice. This internal failure in the system is related directly to culture. As Stoddart
et al. (1975, 79) argued,

...although the principles of range management are largely unknown among
pastoralists, there is some degree of ecological soundness and viability in pasto-
ral systems. But, if the culture is changed through an input in technology and
new wants develop, environmental degradation follows.

This view is central in Rothman’s and deBuys’s environmental histories of live-
stock production in New Mexico. Although the purpose of this article is not to
offer a comprehensive critique of environmental histories of the region,15 I review
the themes from these two histories to show how the hegemonic ecological mod-
els in range management of the 1940s offered powerful and persuasive themes for
environmental histories of perceived environmental degradation among Hispano
agropastoralists. These neo-Malthusian environmental histories reified “modern-
ization”—in this case understood as the application of market pressures, technol-
ogy, private property, and scientific management practices—as the solution to
ecological damage.

Rothman (1989) offered a history of livestock impacts in northern New Mexico
in “Cultural and Environmental Change on the Pajarito Plateau.”16 Rothman sug-
gests in this article that the benefits of market-based production “filled the gap” in
a region populated by people who possessed neither the “cultural prohibition nor
understanding of the land’s fragile character to prevent herdsmen from overgraz-
ing” (Rothman 1989, 187, 197). Although Rothman agreed that Hispano communi-
ties cooperated to conserve natural resources, he argued that they “sowed the
seeds of an ominous future”(Rothman 1989, 197). Fundamental to this view is the
notion that Hispanos represent a traditional culture ignorant of economically and
ecologically sound management principles, as evidenced by their “informal” man-
agement practices in critical common lands (Rothman 1989, 196). Likewise, Rothman
argues that land-grant boundaries were “drawn informally,” which implies a lack of
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management and control (Rothman 1989, 197). In this view, poverty and ignorance
produced environmental degradation, and the arrival of federal land managers
brought “the idea of conservation, using land wisely in scientific fashion” (Rothman
1989, 208). What Hispanos lacked, Anglos made up for with an ecological legiti-
macy based on “the efficient management of natural resources” (Rothman 1989,
208). By ignoring the complexity of ecosystem processes, Rothman reinforced the
utility of a modernization strategy to disrupt agropastoral practices as the only
means available to restore and protect rangelands.

William deBuys offered an examination of rangeland degradation which, simi-
lar to Rothman’s view of rangeland exploitation, implicated Hispanos in rangeland
destruction. In his book, Enchantment and Exploitation: The Life and Hard Times
of a New Mexican Mountain Range (1985), which employed a “tragedy of the
commons” thesis to explain environmental degradation in northern New Mexico,
deBuys argued that the common-property upland, or ejido,17 organization of rural
Hispano villages was responsible not only for locally entrenched poverty, but also
for environmental degradation. DeBuys develops an argument based on a view of
human–environment interaction restrained by finite natural resources. As he ar-
gued, “[s]elf-restraint was self-punishment: it inevitably allowed someone else to
reap the harvest, and the riches, first” (deBuys 1985, 236). This Malthusian-in-
spired analysis of Hispano land use blames poor Hispano farmers for interlocking
cycles of environmental degradation and continued poverty. Explicit in deBuys’s
argument is the idea that the new U.S. authority in the mid-nineteenth century and
the scientific practices of federal land managers saved the region from far greater
damage: “Until the government stepped into the business of land management,
the western commons were harshly abused, both by those who cared nothing for
the land and by those who loved it” (deBuys 1985, 236). Yet, despite evidence that
the Forest Service restructured local economies in a manner that ultimately ben-
efited commercial interests rather than ecological conditions (e.g., Correia 2005),
deBuys (1985, 246) argued that “from the inception of its grazing program, the
Forest Service sought to regulate existing patterns of range use, not to rearrange
those patterns for the benefit of a single group.” From this vantage point, deBuys
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understands local resistance to federal land-management strategies as a lack of
ecological knowledge. Rather than resisting the enclosure of their commons, deBuys
(1985, 259) argued that locals were simply, “deaf to the rangers’ arguments about
protecting rangelands”—this, despite admitting that these modern, scientific meth-
ods of range management were fraught with “a great deal of guesswork” (deBuys
1985, 243) along with “a certain amount of faking built into the procedures” (deBuys
1985, 249). DeBuys credits the Forest Service for the restorative practices of rota-
tional pasturage, which “divided allotments into two or more pastures so that each
could be rested from the grazing periodically in order to coax maximum productiv-
ity from the range plants growing there” (deBuys 1985, 267). This practice, how-
ever, merely mimics the benefits of the kind of transhumant grazing long practiced
by Hispano communities in the area but suppressed by the Forest Service. DeBuys
(1985, 274–275) concludes his analysis by contending,

...those who argue that the Hispanos of northern New Mexico are essentially a
Third World people who face the Third World problems of economic imperial-
ism and cultural aggression should bear in mind that the most pressing and most
serious problems of the Third World have little to do with imperialism or ideol-
ogy. They are the demographic and environmental problems of desertification,
deforestation, and erosion, all of which undermine the capacity of the land to
meet the needs of growing populations.

DeBuys and Rothman offer a depiction of nature–society interaction that
reinforces a view of rangeland degradation as always and everywhere inevitable
without the mediating control of markets and modern scientific methods. DeBuys’s
and Rothman’s arguments of ecologically unsustainable Hispano land-use prac-
tices hinge on a crude neo-Malthusian approach to human–environment interac-
tion founded on the idea that finite natural resources are being gobbled up by
irresponsible impoverished locals incapable of controlling their population and
ultimately exhausting nature’s limited bounty. DeBuys considers this view “unpo-
litical” (deBuys 1985, 275); however, these environmental histories have had real
consequences for Hispanos in northern New Mexico. As Pulido (1996, 46) has
observed:

...considerable energy has been spent on debating the grazing practices of
Hispanos. Because this literature blames Hispanos for environmental degrada-



ETIOLOGY OF RANGELAND DEGRADATION IN NORTHERN NEW MEXICO 51

tion, they are “delegitimized” as successful resource managers. This
delegitimization is based on specific grazing practices (overgrazing, grazing at
the wrong time, too small farm size), as well as a general moral shortcoming, as
evidenced by the failure to practice an appropriate environmental ethic.

Environmental histories such as deBuys’s and Rothman’s seek to depoliticize
natural-resource use and management by advancing a fiction of Hispano ecologi-
cal illegitimacy to rationalize the erosion of the Hispano land base in northern New
Mexico.

Two themes figure prominently in deBuys’s and Rothman’s analyses and
deserve closer examination. First is the idea that Spanish and Mexican land grants
were open-access, common-pool resources, which caused ecological destruction
through the self-interested actions of individuals overusing scarce resources.
Second is the belief that the application of technology and scientific management
practices could overcome the environmental degradation caused by poverty by
maximizing profits while also improving local livelihoods and restoring overgrazed
ranges.

The first theme, based on the “tragedy of the commons” thesis developed by
Garrett Hardin (1968), assumes that inherent to common-pool resource regimes is
a propensity toward overuse based on the benefit that accrues to atomized indi-
viduals who overuse resources ultimately to the detriment of collective utility.
Applying such a view to the case of northern New Mexico obscures the history of
community land-grant management. The Hispano land grant was never an open-
access commons but rather a tightly controlled, village-level resource. As many
scholars have shown, a suite of formal and informal mechanisms protected the
upland resource base (Ebright 1987; Van Ness 1987; Gonzalez 2003). Furthermore,
claims of degradation linked to a lack of cultural prohibitions ignore the history of
land-grant adjudication that severely limited the ability of local communities to
retain any control or management of community uplands. This was certainly true
for land-grant heirs in El Rito.

All of the land currently managed as the El Rito District of the Carson National
Forest comprises two community land grants made during Mexican control of the
region: the Town of Vallecitos de Lovato grant made in 1824, and the Petaca grant
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made in 1836. Although the Petaca land grant was confirmed by the United States
in 1899, its boundaries were radically reduced during the adjudication process.
Only the agricultural fields were confirmed. The Town of Vallecitos de Lovato
grant was never confirmed. In adjudicating the Vallecitos claim, the court relied on
an 1897 Supreme Court case, U.S. v. Sandoval (67 U.S. 278), which concluded that
Mexico offered only possession to settlers, retaining title to all community land
grants. The court concluded in the Vallecitos case that, “at the very commence-
ment, therefore, we find that the petition was not one for the granting of title, but
simply one for the granting of possession to land, in order that they might plant
their grain for harvesting” (175 U.S. 546). The court found that “there was no
sufficient evidence of any grant whatever” and claimed U.S. ownership of the
entire grant. The land grant fell entirely into the federal domain, and was eventu-
ally managed by the United States Forest Service.

Views of environmental degradation such as deBuys’s and Rothman’s
deemphasize or ignore altogether the political history of struggles over land and
the material consequences of dispossession. The real problem, they argue, is the
character and behavior of impoverished land users. This view is evident in both
environmental histories; for example, when deBuys (1985, 267) argued that any
solution requires the “habits of animals and their owners be changed,” or when
Rothman (1989, 210) dismissed the importance of the erosion of the land base by
arguing that “only the volume of use differentiated Anglos from their predeces-
sors.” In this view, despite the injustice of land-grant adjudication that severed
Hispano communities from their land base, efforts to return grant lands would
result in more environmental degradation. As deBuys (1985, 277) argued, “in some
instances a measure of ecological harmony and stability can only be won at the
painful cost of cultural and social conflict.”

The second theme of deBuys’s and Rothman’s analyses—the view that sci-
entific management practices can maximize profits while improving local liveli-
hoods and restoring overgrazed ranges—relies on Clementsian models of ecological
processes in arid rangelands, which assume that pastoralism is inherently damag-
ing to ecosystem functioning. This argument served as the rationale for industrial
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restructuring in the El Rito District and provided a neo-Malthusian theoretical
framework for environmental histories. Scientific management and technology, the
argument goes—not traditional practices—offer the most effective means to pro-
tect scarce resources while also improving incomes. As range scientist Arthur
Sampson (1952, 3) argues,

...since nomadic grazing is associated with isolation, lack of formal markets,
sparse vegetation, limitless free range, inferior animals, inadequate water, and
almost continuous moving of the stock, management of the forage crop receives
no consideration. Modern commercial grazing, on the other hand, is associated
with investment in land, improvement at ranch or farm headquarters, scientific
breeding of livestock, sustained yield grazing, and maximum production of qual-
ity animals.

This view of pastoralism has been challenged by research documenting the social
and ecological complexities of pastoral production.18 In comparing subsistence
livestock systems with commercial ranching systems, Briske et al. (2003, 608) have
argued that “confined livestock grazing, supported by water development, veteri-
nary care and supplemental feeding, will have a greater potential to impact vegeta-
tion dynamics adversely than pastoralist systems, where herbivore numbers are
directly influenced by the prevailing environmental conditions.” In the case of
northern New Mexico, transhumant grazing took into account factors such as
precipitation, temperature, season, labor availability, local needs, and forage ca-
pacity in managing the distribution and impact of livestock (Van Ness 1987; Raish
and McSweeney 2003). Rangeland management practices that rely on the
Clementsian model focus attention on stocking rates to the exclusion of other
variables in a process that Turner (1993, 402) has shown, “exclude[s] social pro-
cesses from the etiology of grazing-induced degradation.”

Conclusion
The claims of overgrazing in the Carson National Forest in 1947 were linked to

the emerging science of rangeland ecology. The Clementsian model of ecosystem
function prescribed capital-intensive range improvements such as fencing, water
development, and reseeding, as a crucial element in ecological management.
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Throughout the 1960s, El Rito District rangers continued to restrict grazing prac-
tices, complaining that local permittees were “in opposition to proposed range
improvement and management plans on the El Rito district.”19 Local permittees,
however, viewed range improvements not as ecological practices, but rather as
political tactics to further limit their access to local ranges.

Grazing reductions and restrictions on the El Rito District have had long-term
ecological impacts as well. Historically, southern Rocky Mountain ponderosa pine-
forest ecosystems were comprised of dense patches of trees surrounded by open,
park-like grasslands (Savage 1991). Ponderosa pine forests appear to be “island
remnants of late Pleistocene forests that were more widespread 20,000–10,000
years ago than today” (Buskirk et al. 2000, 7). This forest structure has undergone
a radical transformation since the annexation of the Territory of New Mexico by the
United States. Dendroecological studies of ponderosa pine forests in the Ameri-
can Southwest indicate that

...tree establishment ranged ~1–4 trees per hectare per decade over the 300 yr
before 1876. This rate is several orders of magnitude below the hundreds to
thousands of trees per hectare which were established following grazing and fire
exclusion in the early 20th century. (Moore et al. 1999, 1269)

These changes are significant because they have altered the ecologies in which
plant and animal species evolved, and upon which agropastoralists depended.
Throughout the southern Rockies, these modern forest-management practices
produced a dense forest ecosystem, with some sample sites more dense than
reference conditions by a factor of 20 (Moore et al. 1999).

In New Mexico, Forest Service range managers restricted livestock grazing,
suppressed localized forest fires, and increased commercial timber production. By
1993, after 45 years of these management practices, total tree biomass in the El Rito
District had increased by over 600 percent,20 radically reducing the total area of
viable montane rangelands available for grazing in the district.

The claims of land degradation made by federal land managers in 1947, illus-
trate the political-economic foundation of the restrictions. Land degradation is an
ecological process mediated by a sociopolitical system of land management
(Robbins 2004). In the case of northern New Mexico, this land-management regime



ETIOLOGY OF RANGELAND DEGRADATION IN NORTHERN NEW MEXICO 55

has been characterized by its use of Clementsian ecosystem models more attuned
to the imperatives of economic markets than to the needs of local users or to the
variable ecologies of forest and grassland ecosystems.

The type of livestock production that developed in New Mexico was a form of
transhumant pastoralism that exploited the elevation and precipitation variation
on the upland ejidos of northern New Mexico. The limited seasonal access to
irrigated pastures for livestock meant that grant members were expected to control
and restrict domestic herbivore movements. The unpredictability of rainfall (in
amount, intensity, and frequency) necessitated constantly moving herds. Live-
stock herding was based on rangeland conditions and prevailing climatic condi-
tions.

This pattern, however, was interrupted with the enclosure of the land-grant
commons. The models of ecosystems processes that formed the foundation of
Forest Service practices differentiated livestock impacts only by ecological condi-
tions of rangelands prior to disturbance, disregarding other significant differ-
ences. Whereas pastoralist systems produced surpluses for local consumption
based on the natural productivity of animal herds, commercial systems used meth-
ods of production designed to increase productivity beyond the natural limits
imposed by arid rangelands. These methods (such as water development, supple-
mental feed, and reseeding) attempted to increase the carrying capacity of a given
area. The costs associated with range improvements tied commercial ranchers to
distant markets, making market imperatives and price fluctuations the driving forces
behind range-management practices (Rico 1998; Starrs 1998; Sayre 1999). This
contrasts with recent range-ecology research that has shown that pastoralist land-
use decisions in arid regions are tied to prevailing environmental conditions and
offer important economic and ecological benefits (Ellis and Swift 1988; Turner
1993; Perevolotsky and Seligman 1998; Mapinduzi et al. 2003).

Beginning with the stock-reduction programs in 1948, the view of El Rito
rangelands as severely overgrazed has resulted in efforts by federal land manag-
ers to restructure the local economy around alternative economic activities, reduc-
ing the importance of livestock production. Rangers believed that the agropastoral
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economy was a source of both environmental and economic problems in the re-
gion. The imposition of wage-labor jobs, it was thought, could improve local
livelihoods. Instead, such efforts have continued a process of land and water
dispossession among Hispano land-grant heirs. The focus on capital-intensive,
corporate-controlled, commercial timber production on the El Rito District, how-
ever, has proven economically infeasible and environmentally unsustainable (Peña
and Martinez 1998; Wilmsen 2001).

The legacy of the cattle boom and the failure of early ecological models to
both restore degraded ranges and offer effective means for range managers to
assess the impact of grazing practices have imprinted and continue to influence
struggles over land-management practices on the El Rito District. The failure of
economic restructuring indicates that, short of returning lands to the descendents
of the original land-grant recipients, a more ecologically and economically appro-
priate range-management strategy would be to restore agropastoral practices on
the upland ranges of the El Rito District.

Notes
1Volume 1 of the Vallecitos Federal Sustained Yield Archive, on file at the El

Rito Ranger District in El Rito, New Mexico. For a review of the history of range-
monitoring methods by the USFS, see Smith 2003.

2See Van Ness 1987 for a discussion of agropastoralism in northern New
Mexico.

3See Jordan 1993 for a review of the historical antecedents of contemporary
North American ranching typologies.

4Throughout this article, the term “Hispano” refers to Spanish-speaking resi-
dents in northern New Mexico. See the Nostrand debate in the Annals of the
Association of American Geographers 74 (1): 157–164.

5See Rowley 1985 for a discussion of the political context of 1930s and 1940s
rangeland management in the American Southwest.

6VFSYU Archive, Vol. 1, document #21.
7Although a number of Hispano elites controlled large herds, these herds
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were based south of the Rio Arriba region. Of the 250,000 sheep grazing in New
Mexico in 1827, 217,000 were concentrated around Albuquerque and Santa Fe
(Peña and Martinez 1998).  See also Baxter 1987 for a discussion of the develop-
ment of the sheep industry in New Mexico.

8See also Ebright 1987, 1993, 1994.
9By 1935, the Forest Service had forced most permittees to switch from raising

sheep to raising cattle. The churro sheep, the animal of choice for agropastoralists
for its ability to thrive in the semi-arid conditions of northern New Mexico while
providing both meat and wool, was seen as far more damaging to montane range-
lands by the Forest Service.

10VFSYU Archive Vol. 1, document #21.
11Despite USFS regulations requiring field evaluations of rangelands (see

Pinchot 1905), no record exists in the VFSYU archive regarding the method that
rangers used to determine carrying capacity. The only mention anywhere in the
archive to range conditions is the conclusion by Scott delivered to Supervisor
Cottam in the case study.

12For a discussion of the primary (climatic) and secondary (livestock grazing)
factors affecting ecosystem processes, see Heitschmidt et al. 1999.

13VFSYU Archive Vol. 1, document #17.
14VFSYU Archive Vol. 4, document #427A.
15For such a review, see Pulido 1996 and Peña and Martinez 1998.
16See also Rothman 1992.
17The term ejido refers to the upland portion of the land grant used for com-

mon purposes, such as grazing, fuelwood, or timber harvesting. Community-lands
grants distributed by Spain and Mexico included ejidos along with individual
plots devoted to irrigated agriculture.

18See Barfield 1978 for a review of pastoralist production strategies.
19VFSYU Archive, Vol. 4, document #447.
201993 VFSYU Timber Inventory, on file at the El Rito Ranger District, El Rito,

New Mexico.
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