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Cheatgrass: Management Implications in the 90's 
Thomas C. Roberts, Jr. 

Cheatgrass and its problems aren't new. In 1965 the 
Oregon-Washington State Office of the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) sponsored a 3-day workshop on 
cheatgrass and medusahead in Vale, Oregon. The subject 
matter included rehabilitation of cheatgrass ranges, seed- 
ing methods, and the autecology of cheatgrass. Since 
then we've spent over 20 years on the same subjects and 
learned little more. While it is true that we have added to 
the background of knowledge, it is my contention that 
there is a great need for newer or better methods of 
rehabilitation of cheatgrass ranges, including slowing 
down its spread and mitigating the huge rehabilitation or 
fire suppression costs. 

We can find literature that notes the "beneficial side" of 
cheatgrass. Most recently, James Deflon's article in the 
February 1986 Rangelands, "The Case for Cheatgrass" 
has generated a great deal of discussion. Murray, May- 
land, and Van Soest thoroughly documented the growth 
and nutritional value of cheatgrass in southern Idaho, in 
1975. 

I will center my discussion on the country that I know 
best, the Salt Lake District of the BLM. The District 
encompasses the public lands of Box Elder, Rich and 
Tooele Counties in the northern third of Utah. It includes 
over three million acres of public land. The following are 
some facts germane to the subject: 

Acreage of land growing cheatgrass: 900,000 acres 
including Box Elder and Tooele Counties. 

Acreage of cheatgrass or cheatgrass-dominated land 
burned in wildfires: In the last 11 years over 235,000 acres 
in Box Elder and Tooele Counties. 

Average annual fire suppression costs (over the 
period 1981-1988): $152,867. 

Approximate average acreage rehabilitated (through 
reseeding efforts): 7,900 acres. 

Dependability as a forage: Many ranchers depend on 
cheatgrass as their primary source of forage in the spring. 
The lack of dependability of cheatgrass as a forage spe- 
cies is one of the arguments that we as land managers use 
when telling permittees that managing for cheatgrass 
isn't a good management goal. During the wet years in the 
early 1980's, the cheatgrass on some allotments in Box 
Elder County was tall enough to be cut for hay. I am sure 
that the permitted cattle could not graze fast enough to 
keep up with the growth. Conversely, I have expressed 
concern to the sheepman or cattleman during a drought 
year that their grazing fee could go for naught. The 
storms had not come in and the cheatgrass was hardly an 
inch tall. I real ize that we are far from the first to notice the 
undependability of cheatgrass as a forage. In 1939, Ste- 
wart and Young reported that there was less variation in 
forage production for perennial grasses than for cheat- 
grass. They reported that the perennial grasses produced 
twice as much herbage as cheatgrass in a moist year and 
12 times as much herbage on a drought year. Discussions 
have even addressed the idea of licensing use in some 
allotments on an annual basis as is done on ephemeral 
rangelands. This would make more use of the cheatgrass 
when it is available. 

Economics: Can we continue to fight rangeland cheat- 
grass fires and rehabilitate them? The costs of rehabilitat- 
ing a cheatgrass fire, using an aggressive approach, can 
exceed $100 per acre. This includes seed, planting, pro- 
tection fences, and contract administration. For example, 
in 1988, the contract costs for the seeding of a project 
came in at $26.00 per acre, for the equipment and opera- 
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tor. The seed cost an additional $30.00 per acre. The 
protection fence for a rehabilitation project, although sal- 
vageable, can add $30.00 to $40.00 per acre to the project 
cost. No longer are we as land managers or users willing 
to accept a monoculture of crested wheatgrass, but diver- 
sity, even a little diversity has its cost, greatly increasing 
the cost of the project. In 1988 the cost estimates for a 
cheatgrass rehabilitation project were higher than the 
appraised value of some nearby land that had recently 
been sold. Are the costs of rehabilitating these lands 
going to influence our fire suppression behavior or our 
rehabilitation efforts? Maybe it isn't a question of are they, 

but when arethey, going to influence our fire suppression 
behavior efforts and rehabilitation efforts. But, in the 
interest of land management, can we afford not to?? 

Wildlife impacts: These fires, when occuring on the 
salt desert shrub type or on its periphery cause the loss of 
antelope and rabbit forage, drastically impacting wildlife 
habitat. A secondary impact is the concurrent effect upon 
bald or golden eagles that utilize the rabbit prey base. 

In 1988 the Utah National Guard hosted a live artillery 
firing exercise on BLM lands in the Salt Lake District 
which caused a 9,000-acre fire. One of the concerns orig- 
inally addressed in the Environmental Assessment prior 
to permitting the activity was the amount of eagle (bald in 
the winter and gold year around) hunting that takes place 
in the area. The hunting takes place because of the rabbit 
population in the area. The loss of the desirable diversity 
in the shrub and forb components of the vegetation 
because of the fire has undoubtedly had an adverse 
impact on the rabbit habitat and consequently the eagle 
habitat. The area, if our rehabilitation efforts are unsuc- 
cessful, is on its way to becoming a cheatgrass desert 
with its lack of botanical and faunal diversity. 

Shrub die-off: I believe that the recent shrub die-off 
and cheatgrass increases are related. The shrub die-off is 
probably the result of any number of causes, but the 
presence of cheatgrass and its opportunistic abilities in 
utilizing water and nutrients may be setting the stage for 
other potential causes of the shrub die-off phenomenom. 
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Shadscale, fourwing saltbush, and winterfat plants may 
be in a situation where their water and nutrients are used 
by cheatgrass. This places them in a precarious position 
for other factors to push them over the edge. I am sure 
that the presence of cheatgrass makes more difficult the 
natural revegetation process that we hope will be the 
answer on many of our rangelands. 

Desertification: Fires, shrub die-off, and the lack of 
shrub regeneration, and the encroaching juniper type fit 
the modern day term of desertification. This is becoming 
a real problem and cheatgrass could well be a step lead- 
ing to desertification. 

Implications: 
1. A shortened fire cycle has already become a prob- 

lem in many areas. In 1965, A.C. Hull felt safe in stating 
that a cheatgrass range is 10-500 times more likely to 
burn and requires five times more firefighters and equip- 
ment to control than fires on perennial grass ranges. He 
also felt that the cheatgrass fire season is from 1 to 3 
months longer than would be the fire season on native 
rangelands. Although other factors may be involved, 
the fire season starts much earlier in Tooele County than 
it does in Rich County where there is not as much cheat- 
grass. Simply put, the more cheatgrass, the more fire and 
the more often. 

2. Increased susceptibility to drought. Drought is a 
part of life in the Intermountain West and the native range- 
lands have evolved with it. With cheatgrass the usage 
model is complicated by the lack of forage carry over from 
a "normal" precipitation year to a drought year. The 
agencies and agricultural community manage on a sus- 
tained yield basis, not an ephemeral forage base. 

3. Lack of diversity. When the dominant aspect of a 
landscape is cheatgrass, and the sad effect is a lack of 
botanical and faunal diversity, and a much less stable 
ecosystem. To anyone who picnics, camps, hunts, grazes 
livestock, or appreciates a native rangeland, the result is 

disheartening. And every day, there are more people 
seeking those uses of public land, expecting to find that 
biological diversity, not a cheatgrass monoculture. 

4. Cost. Because of the shortened fire cycle, money to 
maintain the system (trying to minimize the cheatgrass 
problem) becomes a limiting or deciding factor. It is 
expensive to fight cheatgrass fires and rehabilitate the 
land. Money becomes very important and in tight budge- 
tary times maybe not all that dependable. 

5. Decreased land values. Although not a large factor 
in the managerial equation, the productivity of a grazing 
permit on cheatgrass-dominated areas is probably worth 
less than one on productive native rangelands. The 
appraised value of the land is also probably worth less. At 
any rate the capital stock of the land owner is depreciated 
whether the land owner is public or private. 
Needs of the Field 

1. Less expensive methods and species. We need less 
expensive and more effective methods and species to 
rehabilitate burned rangelands. We have started to diverge 
from the traditional crested wheatgrass areas. I expect 
that the seed prices of other species will follow the eco- 
nomic laws of supply and demand. We need the equip- 
ment and techniques to improve our success rates with 
native grasses, native and exotic shrubs, and forbs, 
including but not limited to seed material that is suited to 
the equipment that is available. 

2. Improved technology transfer. Often new knowl- 
edge is visited upon only a small percentage of those who 
need it. The atmosphere is improving, but many more 
mid-level and upper-level personnel need the message. 
Cheatgrass isn't or shouldn't be a range problem, it is land 
management problem, with concerns touching numer- 
ous disciplines. 

3. Increased funding and visibility. Land managers 
and the public need to be aware of the changes due to 
cheatgrass and that the changes will continue to take 
place without active intervention. Part of the increased 
visibility would be by design and, by necessity, beeduca- 
tional. People would then realize the need for active 
intervention. 
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