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Requiem for Range? Will Our Profession Survive 
into the Next Century? 

Winifred B. Kessler 

A requiem for range? I just do not find death to be a fitting 
metaphor for what is occuring in the profession. The 
requiem metaphor assumes that our profession was born to 
a particular life span, thrived for several decades, and is 
now in a senescent period with certain death ahead. A 
much more fitting metaphor to describe current develop- 
ments in the range profession is that of evolution and 
extinction in the face of change. 

Range is not the only profession feeling threatened in this 
fast-changing world. In a 1993 commentary in the Journal 
of Forestiy, I offered the following comments to the forestry 
profession: 

Change is not only a fact of life, it is the essence of life. 
Like organisms and ecosystems, professions can only sur- 
vive and grow by adapting to the changing environment 
that is the context for their existence (Kessler 1993a). 

Can there be any doubt that this statement applies equal- 
ly to range science and management as to forestry, or to 
any other profession for that matter? As in the case of 
forestry, I believe that potential for growth in the range pro- 
fession is enormous, given the increasing importance of 
rangelands in the lives and livelihoods of the worlds peo- 
ples. For the range profession to remain viable in the 21st 
century however, it must adapt in ways that will keep it 
robust and relevant to the problems that face society. 

Our profession is in a period of identity crisis because the 
reasons that society needs range professionals are chang- 
ing dramatically. If we are willing and help society meet 
these needs, then we will thrive as a valuable part of soci- 
ety. If not, we deserve to go extinct, and surely we will. The 
outcome is up to us. Are we up to the challenge? Or will the 
range profession, like so many species in Earths history, 
fail to adapt to the changing world that is the context for our 
existence? 

The Reasons Why Society Needs Range Professionals 
Have Changed. 

Rangelands are becoming more scarce, more stressed, 
and more precious to the people who must share them with 
a growing human population. As the world becomes crowd- 
ed, many people are viewing rangelands in a much differ- 
ent way than before. This changing view of rangelands is 
illustrated by an experience I had about 20 years ago, on 
an airline flight from Utah to Texas. As the airline droned 
along, the passenger beside me looked out the window and 
gasped "My God, look at that!" I quickly leaned toward the 
window, expecting to see something very unusual. My eyes 
saw nothing but a huge expanse of rangeland, quite pleas- 
ing to my biased eyes. 

"What?" I asked. With exasperation in her voice, the pas- 
senger replied "Look at all that wasteland, that nothing- 
ness." 

"That's not wasteland," I replied. 'That's rangeland." 
"But what's it good for?" she asked. 
I hesitated for a moment, feeling duty bound to launch 

into a discourse about the importance of rangeland in the 
lives of rural people, of its vital services in maintaining 
watershed health, of its scenic and open space values, and 
of the wealth of native plants and animals that live in range- 
lands. But, I was a bit tired, and I didn't think she wanted to 
hear about those things anyway. So I simply replied, "Cows 
live out there. You can produce meat for the market." 

"Oh, I hadn't thought about that. Thank goodness! I feel 
much better now' was her reply. 

Undoubtedly, there are still many people who share this 
passenger's view of rangelands as vast places that aren't 
really good for much else, so you might as welt use them to 
grow livestock. That perspective is much less prevalent 
than 20 years ago, however. An important part of the 
changing environment for rangeland management is a 
growing appreciation of rangeland ecosystems as having 
uses, values, and ecological services that go well beyond 
the traditional uses of meat, fiber, and forage production. 

The fundamental reasons that society needs range professionals 
are changing dramatically. Photo by W. Kessler. 



RANGELANDS 18(6), December 1996 239 

The range profession has embraced concepts and 
approaches of "multiple use management in recognition 
that rangelands are useful for more than livestock grazing. 
But, multiple use is no longer enough; many people today 
value rangelands for more than the sum of their uses. 
Rangelands are recognized as complex and fragile sys- 
tems that are well adapted to the harsh environments in 
which they evolved. Many people find aesthetic beauty in 
rangelands and in the animals and plants that cannot be 
supported elsewhere. There is growing recognition of the 
vital ecological services provided by rangelands. 

The environment for rangeland science and management 
is clearly changing, and changing social values are key ele- 
ments in that alteration. Yet, social research has only 
recently emerged in the range literature; for example, the 
set of articles in the January 1996 issue of the Journal of 
Range Management. In introducing these studies, Mitchell 
and Brunson (1996) observe that "whatever the reasons, 
we lag far behind several other natural resource profes- 
sions in exploring interrelationships between the human 
and bio-physical dimensions of our discipline." 

Society's needs regarding rangelands have grown 
immensely in recent years. This has resulted in new expec- 
tations for what range scientists and managers should 
emphasize in their work. People need range professionals 
to develop an understanding of the processes that underlie 
health and sustainability of native rangeland ecosystems; 
they want this knowledge to be applied in management ap- 
proaches that will ensure the long-term health and produc- 
tivity of the land. Restoration of degraded rangelands is a 
high priority. Restoration of forage production capacity is 
not enough; today's views of rangeland health include the 
full diversity of native plants, animals, and ecological 
processes and functions. 

Concepts of rangeland health and sustainability extend to 
people, too. Rangelands are not just part of our biological 
heritage, they are part of our historical and cultural heritage 
as well. My own appreciation of this has grown enormously 

through my international work in such environments as 
India and Mongolia. For many of the world's peoples, 
rangelands cannot be separated from their history, cultural 
identity, livelihood, and basic sense of self and place. 

I believe that the importance of these people/land rela- 
tionships have been ignored or misrepresented here in 
North America. This is unfortunate, and has often placed 
ranchers in conflict with the rangeland protection move- 
ment. In my opinion, the range profession has erred in con- 
sistently referring to "the industry" when presenting the 
social and economic side of rangeland management. It has 
been our habit to rationalize livestock grazing on the need 
to sustain a viable industry when our real concern is for 
ranching families who, in the course of making a living from 
the land, represent a way of life that society should value 
and strive to sustain, If the issue is a way of life that we 
value, than we need to talk about people and their relation- 
ships with the land. 

We Are Well Equipped for the New Challenges. 
Change is not new to the range profession. In a 1993 

Rangelands article, I described ways in which the profes- 
sion has evolved during the past decades (Kessler 1 993b). 
The early focus of range science was on native plant com- 
munities. Books and monographs published in these early 

Many people today value ran gelands for much more than the sum of 
their multiple uses. Photo by W. Kessler. 

For many of the world's peoples, ran gelands cannot be separated 
from their histoiy, livelihood, and basic sense of self and place. Photo 
by W. Kessler. 
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years were ecological treatises that remain today as clas- 
sics. 

I feel privileged to have studied under range professors 
whose own thinking and research were well rooted in native 
rangeland ecology. Institutions vary greatly, but speaking 
from my own experience, you just cannot get a better ecol- 
ogy education than from a good range program. A good 
range program is one that looks at ecosystems in their 
entirety, and concerns itself with the health, diversity, and 
sustained productivity of native rangelands that are a pre- 
cious part of our biological and historical heritage. 

The range profession had evolved from an ecosystem 
approach, in its early years, to a distinctly agricultural mode 
(Kessler 1993b). I do not suggest that agricultural produc- 
tion has no place in our profession. But, if a focus is main- 
tained on efficient production of forage and livestock crops, 
will range professionals be needed and valued by society in 
the 21st century? Yes, but the need will be no different from 
the various other classes of farmers who concern them- 
selves with commercial production of crops. In my opinion, 
the range profession has a unique calling and a great deal 
more to offer society. 

If We Don't Meet the Challenge, Others Will. 
If the range profession does not expand its mandate, will 

society's rangeland needs and concerns go unheeded? Of 
course not. If range professionals are not up to the chal- 
lenge, others are! 

I mentioned earlier that other natural resource profes- 
sions have gone through a similar identity crisis to what 
range is experiencing now. In the case of forestry, the 
question was nearly identical: will foresters be farmers, 
concerned with producing crops of wood fiber? Or, will they 
help society meet its diverse needs for the world's forests? 
In many parts of the world, the forestry profession has 
accepted a much larger mandate in response to pressing 
environmental, economic, and social issues. 

About 10 years ago, the wildlife profession felt seriously 
threatened by the emergence of an upstart new organiza- 
tion, the Society for Conservation Biology. The new society 

1948- 1999 

faulted the wildlife profession for its preoccupation with 
game species, and for paying scant attention to greater 
concerns such as ecosystem health and the worldwide 
decline in biological diversity. Lively dialog in the Wildlife 
Society Bulletin revealed a wide range of opinion among 
wildlife professionals. Some responded with outright denial; 
others defected to the ranks of the conservation biologists. 
When the dust settled, however, the Wildlife Society 
responded in a positive and proactive manner. An ad hoc 
committee was appointed to address the issue, a Position 
Statement on Conserving Wildlife Diversity was passed in 
1992, and the purview of wildlife research and manage- 
ment broadened to include a wide variety of species and 
conservation concerns. The prevailing view today is that 
"the goals, objectives, and philosophical positions of wildlife 
managers and conservation biologists. . .are in very close 
alignment" (Scott et. al. 1995). Many professionals maintain 
memberships in both the Wildlife Society and the Society 
for Conservation Biology. 

As society struggles with increasingly complex problems 
concerning natural resource management, range profes- 
sionals have a golden opportunity to use their ecological 
understanding and practical experience in ways that will 
benefit the land and the people who depend on rangeland 
resources. Will the profession adapt and fill the new needs? 
If not, it may be of consequence to no one but the range 
profession itself. If we go extinct, I doubt that we will be 
missed. 

Others are already moving into the new niche. For exam- 
ple, range professionals may not consider livestock grazing 
as a major conservation biology issue, but conservation 
biologists do. There has been considerable coverage of the 
subject in Conseivation Biology, the journal of the Society 
for Conservation Biology, starting with Tom Fleischner's 
article on the "Ecological costs of livestock grazing in 
Western North America" (Fleischner 1994). At its 1994 
annual meeting, the Society for Conservation Biology 
passed a policy statement and resolution on livestock graz- 
ing (Brown and McDonald 1995). 

A recent editorial in Conservation Biology posed this 
question: "Should conservation biologists link arms with 
activists in efforts to reform grazing practices?" (Noss 
1994). Overall, the editorial emphasized the urgent need for 
increased research and professional opinion to effect 
improvements in rangeland policy and management. I 
found it distressing that the proposed partnership was limit- 
ed to activists, with no mention of roles for range profes- 
sionals. 

The conservation biologists are not the only ones moving 
into the new range niches. The 1995 publication entitled 
"Defending the Desert" proposes bold strategies and 
actions to conserve biological diversity on Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM) lands in the southwest (Cooperrider 
and Wilcove 1995). Did the BLM produce this book? Or, the 
Society for Range Management? Guess again—it was a 
publication of the Environmental Defense Fund. 

S.R.M. 
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How do ranching families fit into the new era of native 
rangeland restoration and conservation? It is still common 
for the range profession to skirt this question by identifying 
the industry as the key rationale for livestock grazing. This 

simply is not a compelling argument anymore, especially 
where public lands and resources are involved. Meanwhile, 
organizations such as the Nature Conservancy are telling 
the story of ranching families as essential players in the 
conservation future of native rangeland ecosystems. 

For over half a century, the Nature Conservancy has 
remained squarely focused on a conservation mission to 
'preserve plants, animals and natural communities that rep- 
resent the diversity of life on Earth by protecting the lands 
and waters they need to survive.' Given this clear protec- 
tion mandate, the feature theme of the July/August 1995 
issue of Nature Conservancy magazine might seem incon- 
gruous. The cover photograph is of a beautiful rangeland 
scene, complete with cows and what can only be described 
as a real-life version of the Trail Boss. The feature article, 
entitled "Good Guys in the Badlands," gives a moving 
account of how ranching families, conservationists, and 
government officials are working together toward shared 
goals for wildlife conservation, range ecosystem health, 
and secure family livelihoods. 

Readers of Conservation Biology are also being exposed 
to these ideas: "The best way to preserve the open spaces, 
arid ecosystems, and diverse biota of the Southwest is to 
keep rural people on the land" (Brown and McDonald 
1995). Most range professionals understand the vital stew- 
ardship role that ranchers can serve, but we do a poor job 
of communicating these values and relationships. 
Fortunately for rural people, the story is starting to be told 
by others. 

Evolution or Extinction? 

Extinction is a sad thing. The Attwater's prairie chicken is 
a remarkable bird that consumed my research energies 
during the early 1 970s. Despite the dedicated efforts of sci- 

entists, managers, and conservationists, the bird has 
steadily declined to levels from which it may not recover. 
Changes in the prairie chicken's environment happened so 
fast that by the time people decided to take action, it was 
already too late to turn things around. 

The range profession is much better off than the 
Attwater's prairie chicken. While it is true that change is 
happening at frightening speed, it is within our ability to 
adapt and thrive in the new environment. Already the 
changes are underway. The new book, Biodiversity on 
Rangelands, brings together the work and experience of 
range researchers, planners, and practitioners in an inter- 
disciplinary examination of rangeland biodiversity (West 
1995). Range ecosystem health is a major thrust of range 
classification and management (Busby and Cox 1994). 
Rangelands articles such as Knight (1995) are engaging 
readers in discussions of environmental and professional 
ethics. And, there is an increasing appearance of social 
research in the Journal of Range Management. 

These are just a few examples of what I hope is a larger 
evolutionary process. Unlike the Attwater's prairie chicken, 
the ability of the range profession to adapt and thrive is 
largely a question of will. 
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Unlike the endangered Attwater's prairie chicken, for the range pro- 
fession the ability to adapt and thrive is largely a question of will. 
Photo by W. Kessler. 


