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•Each operation is different

•No single management strategy fits all

•Your land, Your objective, Your decision

•Provide basic concepts to  help you
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What is rangeland management?

• Manipulation of rangeland components to 
obtain optimum combination of goods and 
services for society on a sustained basis.

• Use of rangeland components in a 
sustainable manner.
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Rangeland Components

• Vegetation – grasses, trees

• Soil – minerals, oil & gas

• Water
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Sustainability

• Dependent upon objective and time
Use

PROFITS
Resource Condition

Sustainability 
Window
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Sustainability

• Dependent upon objective and time
Use

PROFITS
Resource Condition

Sustainability 
Window

The key to successful rangeland 
grazing management is balancing use 
with available resources for future and 
continued use.



BE BOLD. Shape the Future.
New Mexico State University
aces.nmsu.edu

Success is subjective without a measurement

• HOW DO YOU MEASURE 
SUCCESSFUL RANGELAND 

MANAGEMENT??
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Monitoring

• Timing

• Location

• Ocular Assessments

• Photos

• Biomass Availability

• Cover

• Species

• Species Height
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When to monitor?

• Every area is unique!
• Elevation

• Forage types

• Terrain/slopes

• Precipitation

• In General: when target forage 
reaches maturity, take 
measurements 

Sharpe and Rayburn, 2019
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Where to monitor?
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Ocular Estimation & Variability

Time to move the 
cows!! Or is it?
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Ocular Estimation & Variability

- As actual cover declines, variability 
increases

- Drought decreases forage cover 
and increases variability from 
ocular estimation

- Hatton et al., 1986. "Relationships of the error associated with ocular estimation and actual total cover."
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The Vegetation-Grazing Relationship

Grazing

Vegetation

Over Under

Decreasing Increasing

“Sweet Spot”

BUT HOW DO YOU KNOW WHERE YOUR AT???
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The Vegetation-Grazing Relationship

Grazing

Vegetation

Over Under

Decreasing Increasing

Sweet Spot

Ocular Estimate 
Variability

BUT:   THE PRODUCER KNOWS HIS LANDS THE BEST!!!!
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Photo-points

- Ruler
- Whiteboard
- Marker
- Camera
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Photo-points

- Visual 
estimate of 
range 
conditions 
over time
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Numerical Data is Critical to Support Non-numerical
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Vegetation Amounts
- Clip
- Dry
- Weigh (grams)
- Convert (lbs/acre)
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V.S.

Annual Production
-yearly potential
-yearly total

Current
Residual
Seasonal

Production
-point in time
-temporary
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V.S.

Annual Production – Residual Production = Utilization
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UTILIZATION
Can be used for short-term assessment and 

management changes but should NOT be 
used as a sole source in management 
planning.

Highly dependent upon stocking rate, timing 
of grazing, livestock distribution, and forage 
type (individual vs. diverse community), 
environmental fluctuations…

Gives a relative estimate of “use” (i.e., 40%) 
but SHOULD include other measurements 
(stubble height, ground cover, species 
composition) to develop management 
plans/regulations.

Compare with multiple years (trends) to 
estimate stocking rates (greater than 7 years)
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Rapid Assessment 
Methodology (RAM)
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Step-point Transect

3

2

1

Approximately 
5 feet
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Ground Cover

Record on datasheet

• Vegetation = ‘V’

• Bare ground = ‘B’

• Rock = ‘R’

• Plant litter = ‘L’
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Ground Cover

 Used to determine soil 
stability and erosion 
potential

 as bare ground increases, 
erosion potential 
increases

 litter is an indicator of 
soil organic matter

 more vegetation cover 
the better
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Composition
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Composition

 Species composition as a percentage of vegetation cover
 Certain species are more palatable to livestock (more 

desirable for grazing)
 Certain species are more drought tolerant
 Certain species can be indicators of range health
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Stubble Height

• If cover is not ‘V’, go to 
nearest grass

• Extend last leaf and measure 
to the tip (not flower head)

• Record height in inches
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Stubble Height

• Estimates extent of use 
(grazed vs. ungrazed)

• Threshold of species 
survivability (growing points)
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What’s the Time and Money Commitment?

• 30 – 60 minutes to complete and record one transect using RAM

• Rangeland Data Assessment and Records (RaDAR) automatically 
tabulates a record as you enter the RAM data
• Approximately 30 minutes to enter one datasheet

• Plan to spend $50 – $450 per monitoring kit
• Depends on what you plan to measure
• Quality of supplies (i.e., garmin gps unit $200+, pesola scale $75+)

• TOTAL: 90 min per transect and a $150 kit

• How much does your yearly insurance policy cost?
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NO SINGLE MONITORING METHOD WILL GIVE YOU 
AN ANSWER!

• It is the combination of all 
the information (i.e., 
biomass, stubble height, 
photopoints, etc…) that 
will give an estimate if the 
range is ready for ‘return 
to grazing’

• Multiple years of data will 
give a better picture than a 
single year
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Sustainability
• Not all aspects of monitoring need to be assessed

• Start small (two minimum) and build your monitoring program
Use

PROFITS
Resource Condition

Sustainability 
Window

The key to successful rangeland 
grazing management is balancing use 
with available resources for future and 
continued use.
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Casey Spackman
Extension Range Management Specialist
Spackman@nmsu.edu
435-760-7518

QUESTIONS
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