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RANGELANDS11(3), June 1989 

Cooperation: Range—Economics 
Darwin B. Nielsen 

Range scientists and economists often seem to have 
difficulty communicating with each other about the man- 
agement of rangelands. I will first review some of the 
relationships I have observed over the past 25 years 
between economics and range. One of my biases has 
already surfaced: I do not like to use the terms "range 
scientists" and economists because in some people's 
minds this implies that "economists" are not scientists. 

How each group perceives the other determines the 
nature of a cooperative program. There once seemed to 
be a good deal of dis- 
trust between the disci- 
plines. These fears have 
somewhat dissipated to- 
day. Early cooperation 
might have had the fol- 
lowing scenario: a range 
scientist has worked on 
the problem of range im- 
provements for the past 
25 years. After collect- 
ing all the field notes, 
publications, and sum- 
mary data sheets togeth- 
er and dumping them on 
an economist's desk, the 
question is asked: "Do 
range improvements pay" 
or "Put some dollars and 
cents to this." Initially, the economist may wonder 
whether the range scientist means "sense" or "cents." In 
most cases this kind of cooperation was seldom produc- 
tive. If the economist could decipher the data, the infor- 
mation was probably published without mentioning the 
range scientist who provided the data. 

Several years ago, an agency decided to foster greater 
cooperation between their economists and other natural 
resource managers. The idea was to bring all of their 
people with some economic training together and put 
them through an intensive course in the economics of 
natural resource management. They could then return to 
the local management units with the ability to make an 
economic evaluation of various projects already done or 
in progress by the range staff. Since each management 
office did not have an economist, the trained people were 
expected to travel to an area and evaluate the projects. 
Consider the position of the range manager (range con- 
servationist) who has worked to get funding for a project, 
obtained permittee cooperation, and initiated several 
range improvements. The total time to accomplish the 
project may have taken several years. Now here comes an 

"outside" economist, who may have never previously 
visited the area and announces that everyone must 
"cooperate" in an economic analysis of the project. The 
economist completes the evaluation in a few hours or 
days and finds that the expected benefit/cost ratio of the 
project is less than one, a very low internal rate of return, 
and a negative present value when the Office of Manage- 
ment and Budget (0MB) recommended discount rate is 

used. In effect, it is concluded that the range manager has 
worked for several years and has wasted "our" money. No 

wonder the word got out 
that "economists" were 
in the same category as 
the "auditors" and should 
be shunned. 

Another approach that 
has been used to get the 
required economic ana- 
lyses of range projects 
accomplished is to send 
range managers to an 
intensive two- or three- 
day short-course in eco- 
nomics. Supposedly, the 
range manager could 
then conduct economic 
evaluations of the pro- 
jects during the winter 
and might even try to 

publish the results in a journal. The range manager prob- 
ably received a scalding review of the paper from an 
economist, on how economics were used or misused. 
What is the problem? The range manager attempted to 
solve a very difficult economics problem on the basis of 
limited training and experience in economics. It might 
very well have been impossible to get two economists to 
agree on the proper way to solve the problem. The range 
manager comes away feeling that those "damn econo- 
mists" have made the job much more difficult than it 
needs to be. 

Working across disciplines at a university is usually 
very challenging. Departments tend to be empire builders 
and protect their "turf." Cooperation is encouraged if it 
brings money into a department or college, but is dis- 
couraged if it means putting money into another depart- 
ment or college. Problems can develop within a depart- 
ment among areas of specialization or when people 
perceive that others are encroaching on their special 
interests. An example might be a research project that 
compared the economic feasibility of feeding steers ver- 
sus heifers. Animal scientists would think that the econ- 
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omists were on their turf when they measured the feed 
inputs and weighed the cattle once a week. Do you need a 
PhD in Animal Husbandry to weigh feed and cattle? A 
study of coyote predation on sheep led to an examination 
of coyote predation on deer; this displeased those in the 
wildlife department, especially when a newspaper article 
mistakenly said the economist was a member of the wild- 
life department stafl. 

For successful cooperative projects such as between 
economics and range, there are some things that should 
be done to increase the probability of success. First, the 
economist should have some input into the initial plan- 
ning stages of the project. This may mean some tradeoffs 
in the number of replications used to establish a point on 
a relationship or curve versus fewer replications per point 
and an attempt to estimate more points on the curve. The 
usual result is that the range scientist never gets enough 
replications and the economist never gets enough points. 
If the economist does not like to get "down to earth" and 
be involved in the on-the-ground research, the range 
people may not see him again until the fieldwork is com- 
plete. The economist takes the data which took several 
years of research effort to develop and in a couple of 
months has an economic analysis of the project. The 
range scientist wonders "what the he--" the economist 
does. He caused trouble at the beginning of the project, 
never participated in the range field work, then took the 
data for a few days and wants to be the senior author on a 
publication. On the other hand, the economist wonders 
about these range people: they cannot get anything done 
in less than three to five years, and the results are never 
applicable, without serious reservations, to ranges in the 
next county. 

There are the cases where the administrators decide 
there will be cooperation between the disciplines and, in 
their infinite wisdom, assign people to work together. 
Sometimes it even works. Usually it does not. One reason 
it does not work is because the people involved do not like 
each other. This attitude is caused by a lack of interest in 
or respect for the other profession. Some range people do 
not want to work with an economist because they think 
economics is not relevant to the problems they are study- 
ing. There are areas of basic research where this thinking 
is true. On the other hand, economics has something to 
contribute when range research projects concern man- 
agement decision making. For example, a decision may 
deal with alternative uses of the rangeland and/or meet- 
ing given management objectives at least-cost; in such 
cases, economic factors are important. 

Some economists think the whole area of range man- 
agement is unworthy or not economically important 
enough for them to spend their valuable time on. Usually 
they are not too bashful about letting their feeling be 
known. A few scientists are so protective of the data they 
have collected that there is no hope for a cooperative 
study. Data in files can be much more valuable in cooper- 
ative studies than the limited exposure when published in 

one discipline. To get the most for the research dollars, 
the data should be used to the best advantage. 

Single authorship has been mentioned as a potential 
problem for cooperative research. Another problem that 
can arise is who should be the senior author. These prob- 
lems should be settled before the research is done. 
Decide if the results can be independently published. For 
example, articles that deal primarily with the biological 
side of the problem will be senior-authored by the range 
scientists and articles that are primarily economic in 
nature will be senior-authored by the economist. 

There is a basic difference in the time perspective of 
range people and economists. Time costs money to an 
economist, while many range people are less concerned 
with how long it takes to bring about change in the use of 
the resource. For example, consider the nonuse require- 
ment after a rangeland improvement treatment such as 
spraying or seeding. The immediate years after an invest- 
ment is made have a potentially higher value since they 
are not discounted as heavy as the following years. The 
present value of a dollar benefit the immediate year after 
improvement is much higher than the dollar in year 20. If 
the nonuse is absolutely required to get the expected 
income stream, there should be no argument. However, if 
an extra nonuse year is added to give the plants some 
added rest but this does not significantly increase the 
expected production or income stream over the life of the 
improvement, then there would be reason to argue that 
that year's nonuse is too expensive and should not be 
required. 

Some of the Environmental Impact Statements written 
in the past have serious problems in their time perspective 
relative to the benefits from range improvements. For 
example, one did not show any positive benefits for the 
first thirteen years after the investment in the improve- 
ment. At today's interest rates, no range improvement is 
economically sound that does not show a benefit until 
year 14. 

Economists are accused of being mercenary because 
many insist on expressing everything in "dollar" terms. If 
a benefit cannot be valued in money terms, it does not get 
counted. Costs that are not market valued do not get 
counted. Perhaps there are some economists who would 
not Count anything that was not market valued. However, 
nonmonetary or unmeasurable values should be consi- 
dered in evaluating the worth of a project. What worries 
many economists is the "wild" unsubstantiated values 
that frequently are placed on aesthetics and other non- 
market goods and services. If some Constraints are not 
imposed on these values, any project can be justified or 
rejected depending on the philosophy and conscience of 
the analyst. 

Public land managers incur the ire of the economists 
when they make statements like: "We are not interested in 
the products produced on these lands, we are only inter- 
ested in the land itself." When land management becomes 
an end or goal unto itself logical pitfalls and inconsisten- 
Cies are possible. Is there anything wrong with preserving 
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the productive capacity of public rangelands for present 
and future generations? Obviously, there is nothing 
wrong with this goal unless a mistake is made about how 
the present and the future is weighed. Managing for this 
broad goal can lead to problems if consideration is not 
given to the outputs produced on the land. For example, 
assume that alternative mixes of outputs produced on the 
land leave the basic land resource in the same biological 
condition, yet one of these mixes has a considerably 
higher value than the others. Thus, the land manager 
should be concerned about the products on the land, 
since society would be better off if he chooses the mix 
with the greatest output. 

Traditional range improvements for increased livestock 
use can be used as an example of the importance of 
cooperation. In the past, about the only land treatments 
that did not appear to be economical on rangelands were 
fertilization and pinyon-juniper control. Today, seeding 
or spray projects on rangeland with real productive 
potential must be well-planned to be economically feasi- 

ble. The opportunity exists to do a better job of measuring 
the benefits from range improvements with cooperation 
among range, economics, wildlife, and animal science. A 
reasonably good system of accounting for the increase in 
quantity of forage produced has been developed but we 
have not given enough effort to measuring the effects of 
an improvement in the quality of forage. 

A broader view of the uses of rangelands requires 
cooperation among disciplines if rangeland resources 
are going to make their optimum contribution to human 
welfare. A much wider variety of demands is being 
imposed on public rangelands. Often these demands 
result in potential benefits that are difficult to measure. 
The attitude or philosophy that these demands are mutu- 
ally exclusive (one use can only come in or increase at the 
expense of another) seems to be coming more prevalent. 
A cooperative attitude among disciplines involved in 
resource management will result in more decisions being 
made by professionals and fewer decisions by court 
order. 

Does your range library have these? 
35-Year Index, Journal of Range Management, edited by Elbert H. Reid. 

$10.00 
Plants That Poison, by E.M Schmutz and L.B. Hamilton. $9.95 
Trail Boss Cowboy Cookbook, $13.00 

Range Research: Basic Problems and Techniques, edited by C. Wayne 
Cook and James Stubbendieck. $28.00 

Rangeland Plant Physiology, edited by Ronald E. Sosebee. $14.50 

Special Management Needs of Alpine Ecosystems, edited by Douglas A. 
Johnson. $4.50 

Rangeland Hydrology, by F.A. Branson, G.F. Gifford, K.G. Renard, and 
R.F. Hadley. $15.00 

All prices quoted are postpaid. Also available are back issues of Journal of Range 
Management and Rangelands and some proceedings and symposia. Place orders 
and ask for a complete list of publications available from Society for Range 
Management, 1839 York St., Denver, Colorado 80206. (303) 355-7070. 


