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Water Quality and Rangelands—A Viewpoint 
Robert F. Burtord 

During the midst of Congressional legislative debate on a 
particular land management issue in the summer of 1987, the 
Bureau of Land Management (BLM) was payed a "back- 
handed" compliment by a senior Sierra Club official that, as 
the agency's Director, I couldn't have stated better myself. It 
was said that "BLM has a basic bias.. . They feel good when 
people are using the lands." 

THE BLM IS RESPONSIBLE FOR THE MANAGEMENT, 
protection, and improvement of some 173 million acres of 
public rangeland. The land belongs to the people of the 
United States. The most comprehensive expression of how 
the public would have the land managed is the Federal Land 
Policy and Management Act 011976. The Act declares that is 
the policy of the United States that management of the public 
lands be on the basis of multiple use and sustained yield 
unless otherwise specified by law. The Act goes onto specify 
that the land will be managed to protect the quality of scien- 
tific, scenic, historical, ecological, environmental, air, water, 
and archaeological values; provide food and habitat for fish 
and wildlife and domestic animals; provide for outdoor 
recreation and human occupancy; and provide for domestic 
sources of minerals, food, timber, and fiber. 

Throughout my, soon to be, 8-year tenure as Director of 
this relatively small organization with such a big job to do, I 
have had a strong personal commitment to fulfill my respon- 
sibilities both in the area of public service and in the area of 
professional natural resource management. 

Conflict is inherent in both public service and multiple use 
management. Every land use can not take place on every acre 
of public land and the desires of the public are often in 
conflict. The challenge for the BLM is to attempt to balance 
the needs and desires of the public with the capability of the 
land to produce the goods and services needed or desired. 
We have found the currently used BLM land use planning 
process, an exercise involving environmental impact analy- 
sis and often taking 2 years to complete, to be an effective 
way to determine a proper balance between conflicting pub- 
lic demands and resource potential. 

NOT THE LEAST OF THE POTENTIAL SOURCES OF 
CONFLICT is the mandate to protect and improve water 
quality. The important contribution that we can make in 
improving water quality is to keep the soil and vegetation that 
make up the watershed In a stable or improving condition. 
This Is particularly important in riparian areas. I have, since 
1984, issued instructions, including a comprehensive policy 
statement, making riparian area management and improve- 
ment a high priority in all resource management programs. 
Substantial progress is being made in on-the-ground imple- 
mentation of those directives and policy. 

Potential sources of pollutants on public rangelands may 
be point sources for small Intensively impacted sites or non- 
point sources from more extensive activities that may affect 
soil surface stability. Point sources are generally In the areas 
of mineral development and land actions. Mining companies 
that develop deposits of locatable minerals such as gold, 
iron, lead, copper, and uranium are required to operate 
under an approved "Mining Plan of Operations." The plan 
will include provisions to protect water quality during the 
period of active mining and provisions to rehabilitate the 
mined land to restabilize the soil and vegetation disturbed 
during the mining operation so that a healthy watershed is 
restored. 

Leasable minerals such as coal and oil and gas are deve- 
loped under standard conditions to protect water quality and 
restore watershed when the development is completed. 

Land actions such as rights-of-way are similarly conditioned. 

NONPOINT SOURCES PRESENT A TOTALLY DIF- 
FERENT MANAGEMENT situation. However, the objectives 
of protection of water quality and restoration, protection, or 
improvement of the watershed remain constant. 

Timber sales contracts are conditioned to preclude log- 
ging by certain methods in critical watersheds. Road build- 
ing and log removal must be done in a way that minimizes 
erosion hazard and alteration of natural drainages. Vegeta- 
tion is reestablished in logged areas as rapidly as possible. 

Wildfire areas are reseeded, If necessary, as soon after the 
fire Is controlled as possible to stabilize the soil and reestab- 
lish vegetation. Fire is interesting in that whilethe short-term 
effect may be reduced water quality, the long-term effect is 
generally an overall improvement. For example, when a 
shrub-dominated plant community is burned and replaced 
by a perennial grass-dominated plant community, the result 
is normally decreased water loss from runoff and evapo- 
transpiration, increased infiltration of rainwater into the soil, 
and increased percolation of water through the soil. 

Livestock grazing is the most common resource use on 
public rangelands. Because of the direct effect of grazing 
animals upon plants, animals can have a direct effect upon 
watershed and water quality, whether the animals are wild, 
feral, or domestic. The effect may be good or bad, depending 
upon the season and intensity of grazing. Livestock grazing 
can be and is managed to improve watershed and water 
quality on public rangelands. 

Range plants have evolved with grazing animals and have 
continued over time to be grazed either by wild herbivores or 
later by a combination of wild, feral, and domestic herbi- 
vores. Livestock management techniques have been deve- 
loped, based upon known plant growth characteristics. 
These techniques are implemented in grazing management 
systems that increase the vigor, cover, and density of a 
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rienced revenue agents to pour over the computerized selec- 
tions in order to reduce the number of audit cases. 

If you are selected for audit, usually the letter requesting 
your appearance will ask for substantiation of specific items, 
and only those documents that will explain the disputed 
Items should be taken into the ofllce audit. The revenue 
agent has the right to audit your entire return beyond those 
issues raised in the letter, but if no information concerning 
other items has been taken to the office audit, the agent will 
seldom pursue the other items, since his case load is too 
large for protracted negotiations. 

A major tactical consideration is whether you, the tax- 
payer, or your lawyer should attend the office audit. Almost 
always it is wise to have your representative go alone, on the 
premise that he can conduct the interview in a more objective 
and less emotional setting, and better control the flow of 
information by providing straightforward answers, backed 
up by documentation, without arousing the curiosity of the 
agent as to other potential audit issues. 

Sometimes it Is advisable to request a field audit, which 
means that the agent will come out to your farm or home and 
see the nature of your cattle operations. This can be advan- 
tageous because the auditor will have the opportunity to see 
the businesslike manner In which you are conducting the 
cattle activities. Keep in mind that most revenue agents are 
not familiar with the livestock Industry, and by visiting the 
farm they can be in a better position to understand the uni- 
que factors of this industry. 

Revenue agents have a primary function of raising revenue, 
and while the IRS strongly disavows the existence of a 
"quota" system for evaluating agents, it is also known that 
agents are promoted on the basis of their overall effective- 
ness and the volume of cases they close. Although it is the 
policy of the IRS to encourage agents to seek partial agree- 
ments, primarily in order to reduce the workload of appeals, 
quite often agents will make an "all-or-nothing" determina- 
tion, leaving little room for negotiation. 

In the case of nonagreement with the agent you may 
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number of plant species that make up a healthy watershed. 
For example, moderate to heavy grazing for a short period of 
time when the seed is ripe on desirable plant species will 
shatter the seed heads, scatter the seed, and by hoof action, 
bury and cover seeds. The effect is to plant the seeds. Rest 
from livestock grazing for seedling establishment the follow- 
ing spring season then allows overall plant density to 
increase. A system of repeated treatments in regular cycles 
has been successfully used to improve watershed quality 
and increase forage production for grazing by wildlife and 
livestock. 

Light to moderate grazing stimulates some grass plants to 
produce new shoots at the base of the plant, increasing 
overall ground cover. Shrubs respond to light to moderate 
grazing by increasing the number of leaders produced. 

IOTAL PROTECTION OF THE LAND FROM ALL USES 
BY MAN is not the universal answer to improving water 
quality from public rangelands. in many arid rangeland 
areas, the potential natural or climax plant community may 
well be sagebrush or juniper with very little understory vege- 
tation. Such plant communities generally lack the soil bind- 

request a conference with the agent's supervisor. If no set- 
tlement is reached, the IRS will send you a "30-day letter," 
which explains the appellate procedures available to you and 
to urge you to reply within 30 days. 

In almost all cases it is best to appeal the agent's decision, 
for several reasons. The IRS Appeals Division is a different 
department with different procedures. The appeals officer is 
usually a highly skilled tax professional. Your lawyer can 
present testimony of witnesses in an informal setting, and 
submit new facts and documentation. The major function of 
the Appeals Division is to keep tax cases out of Tax Court, 
and the officers have broader authority to settle cases than at 
the audit stage. For example, you can "trade" issues—they 
will concede an issue to you if you will concede another 
issue. Appellate officers recognize that in many cases there 
is no absolute right or wrong answer. 

If you are unable to reach a compromise or settlement in 
the Appeals Division, you must decide whether to pay the tax 
and end the controversy, or to litigate the issue. The next 
step at this point is usually to file a petition in Tax Court if 
your lawyer feels you have a good case. The biggest advan- 
tage of going to Tax Court is that you will have an administra- 
tive law judge who is impartial and who is very familiar with 
the judicial decisions and precedent that apply to your case. 
Moreover, once the petition is filed the case is assigned to a 
government attorney, and from this writer's experience, 
there is always a good opportunity of reaching a reasoned 
settlement at this stage, even if the situation looked bleak in 
the Appellate Division. In many situations, technical issues 
can be explained and discussed with the government attor- 
ney more effectively than in the Appellate Division, and more 
credence is given to the legitimate legal arguments pres- 
ented on your behalf. 

This article has outlined some of the primary features of 
being audited by the IRS, but it should be kept in mind that 
overall planning of your livestock tax and business affairs 
with an expert is always of fundamental importance in laying 
a foundation for the future in the event you are audited. 

ing and water retention characteristics of plant communities 
with a grass and forb understory or plant communities that 
are predominately grasses. 

in summary, to maintain and improve the quality of the 
water yield from public rangelands require a long-term 
commitment to multiple use management of the land. Those 
land uses that cause surface disturbance must be done in a 
way that will keep soil and vegetation disturbances and water 
runoff as low as possible. As the action is completed, the soil 
surface must be stabilized and vegetation reestablished to 
restore a healthy watershed. Livestock grazing is a powerful 
force that can be used to manage the vegetation for a number 
of purposes, including watershed improvement. We have 
made substantial progress in Improving the condition of the 
public rangelands in the last 50 years. Range scientists have 
observed that the public rangelands are In better condition 
today than at any time in the past century. We are committed 
to continue to practice the management methods we know 
will work and to take advantage of new technologies that are 
developed. We expect the improving trend in the condition of 
public rangelands to continue into the future. The result will 
be stable and improving watersheds and improving water 
quality. 


