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Cool, Clear Water? 
Lonnie L. Williamson 

The fact that many of us nonchalantly dump waste in water 
that neighbors drink says something about our character 
and priorities. It also belittles considerable though unsuc- 
cessful attempts to stop this madness. Yet we must continue 
trying, which is why this Is written. 

WHILE WE FRET OVER ECONOMIC AND POLITICAL 
implications of cleaning and protecting water, the most pre- 
cious of all resources becomes more polluted. The National 
Wildlife FederatIon's 1987 Environmental Quality Index notes 
that attention has been given to cleaning the nation's surface 
waters, but evidence mounts that groundwater—source of 
half the country's drinking water—is more contaminated 
than ever. 

The Iowa Department of Water, Air and Waste Manage- 
ment reported that measurable amounts of pesticides are 
present in half of the city water systems in that state. Based 
on those findings, a department official said that more than 
half of the state's 800 municipal water systems may have one 
or more contaminated supply wells. 

"All concentrations of synthetic organic compounds ob- 
served in groundwater were below acute toxicity and pose 
no Immediate threat to human health," the Department con- 
cludes. "However, little Is known of the public health implica- 
tions of long-term exposure to one or more of these com- 
pounds or their byproducts." 

A surprising and worrisome discovery of the Iowa study is 
that a short-lived insecticide found its way into the aquifer. 
This shows for the first time, the Department said, that "any 
pesticide, regardless of decay rate, can leach to the ground 
water and affect water quality 

MANY STATE ENVIRONMENTAL AGENCIES ARE NER- 
VOUS over the Iowa situation. Some rural states reportedly 
are reluctant to test their water, afraid of what they will find. 
However, implications that agriculture is the only villain in 
this scenario may be false. A Cornell University chemist, Ann 
T. Lemley, recently told the Chemical Congress of North 
America that much chemical pollution of this nation's ground- 
water is caused by the average citizen. 

"It's not just big, bad industry and it's not just the farmer 
who might incorrectly apply a chemical to his crops or soil 
who is contaminating the water supply," Lemley said, "It's 
each of us—every time we throw things out in the garbage or 
pour them down the drain, or dump used motor oil in a corner 
of our yard. It's what we put on our lawns and what the dry 
cleaner down the street does with his solvents." 

"The problem of water-quality degradation will be solved 
only by the action of millions of people responding to local 
solutions to very site-specific concerns," she said. 

Water quality problems on rangelands require a similar 
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approach. We know, for example, that such things as live- 
stock grazing, mining, and off-road vehicle use can degrade 
water quality, and in some instances, water quantity. Research 
in this area is clear and Irrefutable. We also know that differ- 
ent approaches may be needed to solve similar problems In 
various regions. Consequently, a single prescription from on 
high won't work. It is going to take knowledge, professional 
land managers, public support and money—many people 
responding with local solutions, as Dr. Lemley put It. 

HOW TO DEAL WITH WATER QUALITY PROBLEMS on 
private rangeland Is a monster, as runaway soil erosion that 
increasingly clouds the nation's waters will attest. A lot of 
things have been and will be tried, but the ultimate solution 
probably will be neighbor dragging neighbor to court, which 
has a tendency to make people think. 

Public rangeland is a different matter. The agencies 
responsible for managing those lands have handles, such as 
Congress and public opinion, which one can grab and use to 
alter the bureaucratic course. It's a slow process, but it 
works. The unfortunate part of this Is that the agencies are 
forced to do what's best for the resource. That is embarrass- 
ing to professionals involved who would like nothing better 
than to do what's right, but do not have the necessary funds 
or support from higher ups. When force is the most success- 
ful alternative, those interested in better land management 
must hunt for any advantage to press the issue. 

For example, the Natural Resources Law Institute at Lewis 
and Clark Law School suggested a couple of ye'rs ago that 
state and federal water pollution laws be used to compel the 
Bureau of Land Management and U.S. Forest Service to 
control livestock grazing In riparian zones. 

The Law Institute concludes: 
Riparlan ecosystems in the semi-arid rangelands are extremely 

important resources. The condition of riparlan zones directly 
bears on the quality and quantity of fish habitat and water resour- 
ces. Unfortunately, those resources were largely degraded or 
destroyed during the period of unregulated range use from about 
1860 to 1934. Destruction of riparian vegetation brought major 
ecological changes to the range Including massive stream chan- 
nel erosion and lowered water tables. Fish habitat was lost to 
erosion, water lossband vegetation removal. In addition to detri- 
mental effects on fish habitat, riparian zones degradation ren- 
dered once perennial streamf lows intermittent. Currently, research 
suggests that degraded riparlan zones posses a remarkable abil- 
ity to regenerate healthy streams and fisheries. However, riparian 
zone restoration requires either complete exclusion of livestock 
for a period of years or restricted access and only short duration 
grazing. 

Although the statutes governing federal rangeland manage- 
ment express strong policy for range rehabilitation, those sta- 
tutes do not expressly refer to riparian ecosystems or mandate 

any particular method for accomplishing range rehabilitation. 
This leaves the BLM with considerable discretion to prioritize and 
target range improvement programs. Although the agency rec- 
ognizes the need for riparian zone restoration, there is resistance 

(continued on page 188) 
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Animal Behavior 
Increased livestock handling can cause interesting behav- 

ior responses. For example, cattle may lose their group hab- 
its and generally become much easier to handle. However, 
behavior problems can also occur. For example, an older 
cow may become confused with a new array of fences cross- 
ing her favorite old trail to some water hole. One operator in 
Mexico noticed a confused cow that just "hung around" the 
grazing cell center and chewed on the trees, while the other 
cows grazed in the far ends of the pasture. There may be 
such a thing as intensive grazing "smart" cows and intensive 
grazing "dumb" cows. Culling would be a solution in this 
case. 

Water and Mineral Requirements 
Ranchers should be prepared to provide more water for 

livestock and improve water developments to withstand an 
increase in physical pressure from concentrated numbers of 
livestock watering at each tank. Several operators in Mon- 
tana have reported increased daily consumption of water 
(over 30 gallons per animal per day) and mineral supplement 
by their cattle when they initiated an intensive grazing 
program. 

MonItorIng Vegetation 
As stated before, because intensive grazing may result in 

increased livestock numbers, a vegetation monitoring pro- 
gram should be implemented. Individual tagged plants can 
be measured and even photographed to determine utiliza- 
tion levels and regrowth patterns. These plants can be used 
as indicators to prevent overgrazing. During the rapid 
growth phase, plants should have enough deferment to 
regrow and look similar to ungrazed plants. A good series of 
tagged plants can document key plant responses to grazing. 
A quick look at a pasture may not provide the real informa- 
tion needed to adjust numbers or length of stay in certain 
pastures. Remember: Be flexIble, monitor the vegetation and 
animals, control th. grazing, and r.plan when needed. 

Cool, Clear. . .(continued from pg. 167) 

THIS SEEMS TO BE A NEGATIVE APPROACH TO prob- 
lem solving, assuming that it would even work. Can't we do 
better? Can't we as private citizens, professional land man- 
agers, and agency heads tackle water quality and related 
problems in a straightforward manner? Why must we always 
have to scheme and poke one another to get off dead center? 

There are planning processes and resource management 
plans in both BLM and the Forest Service that are logical 
tools to improve public rangeland management. Why are we 
not developing better plans? Why are we not implementing 
the plans that are on line? Is there a faint lack of backbone in 
today's professional resource managers? Are we so con- 

Rancher Training 
Before an operator initiates an intensive grazing plan, he 

should consider obtaining appropriate training. This training 
should consist of a formal introduction to better ranch man- 
agement and intensive rotational grazing techniques. Schools 
and workshops are offered to help people get started in the 
right direction. Assistance is available through various agen- 
cies such as the Soil Conservation Service, local extension 
service, and also private firms. Neighbors might spend time 
training together and use a team approach to help solve 
problems and develop new ideas to better their ranch 
management. 

Summary 
A ranch that is considering a change in management 

should first review all available options, identify its weak 
link(s),set goals, and receivethe necessary training. Ranchers 
also need to realize that it takes much more effort and time 
than just opening and closing a lot of gates to increase 
livestock production and cash flow; it takes increased effi- 
ciency, flexibility, and becoming more involved to make an 
intensive rotational grazing method work. This must be 
coupled with common sense and business-like ranch man- 
agement. Rememberto go through a thorough cost effective 
planning process first. A DULL PENCIL IS BETTER THAN A 
SHARP MIND. 
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cerned with science and technique that we have allowed 
all-important implementation abilities to atrophy? 

Good range conservationists and agency administrators 
are dime a dozen. Range cons and administrators with verve 
to accomplish are invaluable commodities. They not only 
know what's good for resources, they learn how to do it. 

Water quality is not an entity to be plucked and mused 
separately. It is a direct reflection of land management qual- 
ity. As Grandpa once said, what happens on the ridge is 
retold in the creek. He also said that the most important trait 
for people who talk a lot is to know when to duck. So I'll bow 
out now. 


