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On the Ground 

• We compared land cover attributes on rangeland
pastures with strategically managed ranches
(SGM), continuously stocked (CS), and rested
pastures.

• SGM pastures had less upland bare ground and
more riparian vegetative cover than adjoining CS
pastures, and SGM pastures had bare ground cover
comparable to pastures rested from grazing for
three or more years.

• Differences in riparian cover between management
types were greatest in years of near-average
precipitation and lower in years of high precipitation
or drought.

• Remote sensing technology provided a means of
quantifying range condition and comparing man
agement effectiveness on large landscapes in a
constantly changing environment.
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R
anchers' livelihoods depend on maintaining animal 
productivity, ranch profitability, and healthy 
soils and plants in highly variable environ
ments. Having the knowledge and flexibility 

to adaptively manage in the face of change can 
determine whether managers meet these goals. While 
many ranchers continue to manage with moderate continuous 

stocking, others have adopted more management-intensive 
approaches to achieve their ecological and economic goals. 1

-
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We used remote sensing technology in this case study to 
quantitatively assess whether ranches using strategic grazing 
management (SGM) 1•

3 and rotational grazing had less upland
bare ground and more riparian vegetation than neighboring 
ranches that did not use SGM. SGM ranchers managed with 
long plant recovery periods, short grazing periods, few herds, 
and multiple pastures. 

Published reviews of the scientific literature have concluded 
that existing experimental evidence does not support the 
hypothesis that rotational grazing outperforms moderate 
continuous stocking in plant or animal productivity. 4 Other 
reviews suggest that experimental grazing research often fails to 
consider the influence of external factors on management 
effectiveness. These factors include spatial scale, the adaptability 
of managers to changing conditions, and their desire to achieve 
conservation goals. 4-
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The need to understand the impacts of management 
practices on working landscapes has never been greater. Land, 
water, and wildlife conservation organizations increasingly 
prescribe more intensive management practices, including 
rotational grazing, with the goal of increasing resilience. 6 

Studying working ranches can help document management 
effectiveness. "Monitoring outcomes of various practices in a 
management context can contribute to more rapid develop
ment of local knowledge than more traditional forms of 
experimental research."2

Few studies have quantitatively compared management 
strategies on large working landscapes, as applied by managers 
adapting and making decisions in a constantly changing 
environment. Ranch managers continually learn and adapt. 
Practitioner knowledge, the practices applied, and environ
mental factors interactively affect economic and ecological 
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