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Peoples in many lands have been reduced to what is 
sometimes derisively called a "goat economy." This term usually 
means an impoverished agricultural economy that will only 
support goats— hardy creatures subsisting where others cannot 
It also often means that close-cropping goats have opened the 
soil to erosion, with a denuded and damaged range the end 
result. 

Perhaps the best known example is found in the Middle East, 
where the Biblical "Land of Milk and Honey" has been 
supplanted by areas described by many as capable of supporting 
only a goat economy. Overgrazing, possibly by the shepherds of 
Jesus' time, and later, were in part to blame. In other parts of 
the world, in Asia, in South America, and in Africa, areas once 
famous for their grasslands have undergone changes—usually 
for the worst. Today's concern for "desertification" is positive 
proof that we have failed to learn from our mistakes. 

It is obvious that a goat economy cannot sustain large 
numbers of people in anything but the barest form of existence. 
Brutal problems such as disease, malnutrition, and starvation 

usually are prevalent under such circumstances. Only if 

subsidized by some other source of wealth, such as oil, can 

persons on a goat economy enjoy some of what most pemple 
consider to be the finer things of life. 

So, what is the answer? The application of scientific soil and 

water conservation principles must become widespread. Private 

enterprise, encouraged and supported by sound nonpolitical 
governmental policies, can do much to protect—even restore— 
the productivity of these ranges. The beneficial effects on the 
localities and states can be dramatic and significant in shaping 
the peace and overall well-being of the inhabitants. 

One basic scientific principle is to institute noncompetitive 
range management for animals, both wild and domestic, on 
suitable ranges. Such a plan, when properly implemented, can 
result in achieving the maximum in productivity of a given range 
without imposing permanent damage upon it. Further, such a 

plan also prevents a region or state from becoming dependent 
upon a goat economy with all of its attendant ills. 

The lush savannahs of east and central Africa may serve to 
illustrate. These outstanding areas, featuring vast expanses of 
grasslands, offer habitats for a broad variety of wildlife. If one 
familiar with domestic livestock stocking rates is fortunate 

enough to observe the abundance and diversity of this wildlife 
extravaganza, he would surely conclude that the range is grossly 
overstocked. Yet on closer inspection, he would note that the 
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animals are not feeding on "grass," but rather on a particular 
species or group of species or a particular stage of growth or at a 
certain level. For example, eland and Thomson's gazelle feeding 
in the same general area may be selecting different species of 
grass; Thomson's gazelle and zebra may select the same 
species of grass, yet zebras prefer it when dry and stalky, 
gazelles when green and lush; impalas and gerenuks may both 
browse, but the gerenuk, with its considerably longer neck, may 
browse higher than the impala; the giraffe consumes vegetation 
from the highest levels. It is such feeding adaptations which 
permit these savannah grasslands to support high biomass 
communities of wildlife—even including the meat-eating pred- 
ators which prey upon the more abundant grazers and browsers. 
browsers. 

Up to a point, domestic livestock can fit harmoniously into this 
community. However livestock often utilize only the most 
palatable plants, and when introduced in large numbers, may 
overgraze the palatable vegetation or trample others out to the 
point of excluding some species or inflicting damage upon the 
range itself. It is at this point that rangelands management 
ceases to be noncompetitive. 

One might ask: Doesn't such a plan argue most forcibly in 
favor of wildlife resources? Under certain circumstances, the 
answer is "yes." In some areas, wild animals often are better 
adapted than cattle or sheep to local conditions. They are better 
able to resist insect pests and disease, or they can survive best 
under local climatic conditions of heat or cold or drought. 
However, in many other regions, such as those of the United 
States, and elsewhere, livestock are compatibly sharing range- 
lands with elk, deer, antelope, and bison—but not with feral 
horses and burros, which are protected far beyond the point of 
being reasonable. 

A few statistics might be helpful here. In late 1977 there were 
an estimated 70,000+ horses and burros roaming the federal 
rangelands of the West, most of these protected by the Horse 
and Burro Protection Act. They compete successfully with 
domestic livestock and sometimes with wildlife. Yet there is no 
legal means of reducing their numbers, short of shooting them, 
which of course the public would not allow. In Nevada alone, 
about 700 horses were being held in pens awaiting adoption 
under the provisions of the Adopt-A-Horse Program, and the 

range was still so overstocked with horses that grazing 
leassees were being asked to further reduce their livestock 
numbers to "free-up" available forage for the horses. Such 
overly protective legislation ties the hands of range and wildlife 

managers and runs completely counter to the principles of 
noncompetitive rangelands management. Wildlife, instead of 
occupying its usual second place position—behind livestock— 
has been relegated to the third position. 
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More and more people in developing countries, however, are 
seeing that wildlife can provide sources of both food and income 
on a sustaining basis. Game ranching is becoming increasingly 
popular in many areas and some species, notably the eland, 
may lend themselves to livestock-like types of operations. 

But, day-to-day survival is a real concern to local people in 
developing nations, and they must be convinced that the desired 
land use—whether it is livestock ranching, game ranching, 
farming, or whatever—is a means of improving their level of 
existence rather than only the recreation or occupation of the 
very wealthy. Noncompetitive rangelands management has the 
potential for providing this conviction. Also important to a protein- 
hungry people is the fact that game meat is nutritionally superior 
(has a higher protein to fat ratio) to domestic livestock. In 

addition, less forage is required to grow game animals. 
However, perhaps the most important benefit of noncompeti- 

tive management is that it allows productive use of land while 
maintaining and enhancing options for future use. In other words, 
we can make marginal lands produce high-nutrition foods on a 
sustained basis without diminishing their potential for alternative 
future uses. 

Opportunities also exist in utilizing natural resources, 
including fish and wildlife, for recreational purposes as an 
additional "harvest" from rangelands. Sport hunting and fishing 
is a truly big business here in the United States and elsewhere, 
with billions spent annually for equipment, transportation, and 

Much has been written in recent years, and much rhetoric has 
taken place, about the serious nature of the world food problem. 
It may seem logical that the focal point of these discussions has 
been on the world's "cultivated land base" and on "grain 
production" as the measures of food security. However, this 

simplistic approach tends to ignore the signficant role of 

rangelands and the contribution of grazing animals—both 
domesticated and wild—to world food production. This lack of 
understanding was apparent at the World Food Conference in 

Rome in 1974 and has continued to persist in our literature. As a 
result, little attention has been given to re-directing our research 
efforts or to strengthening our education and extension systems 
as they relate to the food production values of this vast 
noncultivated land resource. 

Society and the scientific community tend to overlook the 
direct contribution of rangeland to food production through 
animal agriculture. In addition, there is a shortage of good 
literature relating to the interdependency of rangelands and 

services. Safaris, for gun hunters or camera enthuiasts, can 
provide important sources of income and/or food for peoples of 
developing countries as well. One of the most widely accepted 
ways to cash in on wildlife resources is to set up parks or 
sanctuaries, with photography providing a lucrative tourist trade. 
The governor of one southern state has put it this way: Each 
tourist is worth more than a bale of cotton and a whole lot easier 
to pick." 

In our opinion, every country—developing or developed— 
needs long-range natural resource development plans. Land and 
water areas must periodically be inventoried and classified. 
Those of particular value for producing food and fibre must be set 
aside and protected from developments which take them out of 
production, such as housing or industrial sites, or airports, or 
highways. One of the great contributions the United States can 
make is to provide its expertise in the land use planning or 
agricultural fields for those nations which are not as well 
developed. 

Because of the increasing need for human food and for 
recreational benefits, ranges of the world must be managed for 
all animals in manners which permit a maximum in production 
with a minimum of competition between species. 

Rising human populations in many parts of the world 
accentuate range management problems and emphasize the 
dangers of retreating to a goat economy. By providing 
noncompetitive rangelands management for animals, both wild 
and domestic, we can help avoid this almost irreversible pitfall. 

cultivated lands, even though some recent sophisticated energy 
analyses have attempted to bring this point into focus. 

Many of us thought we had realized a "dream come true" 
when the world became "ecology conscious." We thought that 
now, perhaps, the scientific community would see the need for 
more research on large range "eco-systems"—that the world 
would now take steps to analyze vegetation change and man's 
role in the environment. These dreams, for the most part, have 
not been realized. 

An illustration of the lack of understanding of the contribution 
of rangelands to world food supplies is shown by the following 
comments published in the Journal of Range Management after 
the author's attendance at the World Food Conference in Rome 
in 1974. (Thomas 1975) 

Animal agriculture came under constant attack from some partici- 
pants with the simplistic assumption that all animals were pro- 
duced at a cost of 4 to 10 pounds of grain that could have gone 
directly into human consumption. However, the important contribu- 
tion of the ruminant animal as a converter of roughage, the impor- 
tance of range livestock production, the role of animals in the utiliza- 
tion of low-quality grains and grains bred specifically as "feed grains" 
and not 'food grains," was neglected. The American livestock pro- 
ducers present at the conference were very concerned about this 

The Role of Rangelands in World Food 
Production 

Gerald W. Thomas 

The author is president, New Mexico State University. 
The article is based upon an address presented to the International Rangeland 

Congress, Denver, Colorado, August 17, 1978. 


