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Roger Bowe heard the
whistle of change long before the
train ever appeared on the tracks.

For three generations, the
Bowe family managed the private,
14,000-acre Rafter F as a tradi-
tional cattle ranch. That meant
continuous grazing year round ata
stocking rate that was commensu-
rate with the ranch’s location on
the high, windy plains of the New

Mexico-Texas state line, near In-

terstate 40.

Change is no stranger to
the area, however. Thirty years
after Roger’s grandfather home-
steaded the ranch in the early
1900s, the Bowe family watched
with dismay as a sizeable farming
community in the area was liter-
ally blown away in the Dust Bowl.
In the decades since, families have
continued to drift away one at a
time. Roger thinks the population
has dropped by two-thirds since
he was a boy—a trend he believes
will likely continue into the fu-
ture.

“There’s not much threat

of subdivisions moving in around
here either,” says Roger with a
chuckle.

In the carly 1980s, Roger
and his family, including his
brother, faced the possibility that
they would be the next to leave.
The ranch suffered from a slow,
but steady ecological decline. His
cattle, though distributed evenly
across the ranch, were impacting
theland unevenly. They were over-
grazing the blue gramaand buffalo
grasses on the flat mesa tops while
underutilizing the tobosa bottom-
lands.

Thecattledidn’tmind this
arrangement much, but the land
did. Roger began to observe a dis-
tinct lack of vigor in the plant
community across the ranch. The
grasses on the mesatops were never
allowed to set seed, and the tobosa
grass looked gray and sickly. “I
knew the land was unhealthy,”
says Roger in his quiet plains ac-
cent, “but I didn’t know why.”

That’s when Roger dis-
tinctly heard the whistle of change
for the first time.

HRM

In 1983, looking for an-
swers to their dilemma, Roger, his
brother,and, eventually, his father
enrolled in a course on Holistic
Resource Management (HRM)
taught by Allan Savory where they
learned a life-changing lesson:
overgrazing had more to do with
timing than with numbers of cattle.

Recovery was the key. A
grazed plantneeded sufficient time
to recover, and become vigorous
once more, before being grazed



again. Sending the cattle back into
a pasture too soon would cause
overgrazing. The numbers of cattle
involved, or stocking rate, had very
little to do with anything.

Rogerand his family came
away from the HRM courses con-
vinced that if ranchers were to
succeed in a rapidly changing
world, they had to start learning
the principles of ecosystem func-
tion. The words “water cycle,
mineral cycle, energy flow, and
succession became the words we
used to describe the landscape,”
says Roger. “This is like a foreign
language to most ranchersand itis
sure not what I was taught in
school. This has been a big prob-
lem in trying to relate what we
were doing to other ranchers.

“My dad and I were very
excited about what we had
learned,” continues Roger, “but
we made the mistake of building a
lot of fences and doubling the
stocking rate right off.

“Thank goodness we were
also monitoring whatwas happen-
ing on the ground.”

The plants, Roger noticed,
were not recovering quickly
enough. He responded by reduc-
ing the size of hisherd and creating
longer periods of recovery for the
plants.

It took three years to work
the kinks out of the system, but
monitoring data showed signifi-
cant improvements. Bare ground
on the ranch decreased by one-
third; litter cover increased by over
10%; basal cover doubled. The
average distance between plants
declined by two-thirds and
snakeweed declined by 90%.

Roger raised the water

table, too. “We had an old well
that ran dry in the ’50s, but now it
has 10 feet of water in it,” he says.
“My dad had never seen water stay
there. He had seen it dry from
1950 t0 1990.” Roger credits the
short-duration grazing manage-
ment

for the

new

water;

by

grow-

ing

more

grass

he in-

creased

t h e

rate of

water

infil-

tration

on the

ranch.

“Growing water” is just
one ofa number of wonders Roger
has experienced since 1985. “T've
seen tremendous things happen-
ing,” hesays. “Wehave many new
grass species showing up—
bluestem, western wheat grass,
Canadian wild rye, Indian grass
and a50 to 60% increase in ground
cover from new plants and litter.”

The key, says Roger, is a
willingness to keep learning from
the land. “After 15 years of this,
I’'m still a student,” he says with a
smile.

Profit

Almostasabonus, Roger’s
ecological success on his ranch
translated into economic success
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aswell. Even though he more than
doubled the size of his herd, Roger
managed to cut the production
costs per pound of beef in half
while raising production. “We
went from 15 pounds per acre to
32,” says Roger. And his profits
went up correspondingly.

Roger’s labor costs were
reduced as well. For ex-
ample, winter feeding, once
an eight-hourjob, nowonly
takes two hours because the
cows are grouped together
as a herd. Of course, the
initial labor of building the
paddocks and establishing
new water sources was ex-
pensive, but Roger
figures the return on that
investment has now sur-
passed 1000%.

The ranch’s rise in profit-
ability was not an accident,
however. It was part of a
carefully considered plan.
“HRM is more than just a
grazing system,” explains
Roger, “it helps you attain
your goals for your total op-
eration.” Rogerand hisfam-
ilywere required to sitdown

and come up with long-range
plans. What did they want the
ranch ecology to look like? What
sort of quality of life did they want
to achieve? What were their pro-
duction goals? “Itwas the hardest
thing I've ever done,” he says. But
it paid off handsomely.

“Success requires vision,
observes Roger, “but it also re-
quires flexibility. Don’t cast your
goals in stone, or you won’t reach
them.” That flexibility includes
the grazing system itself, notes
Roger, which must be adapted to

the specific economicand ecologi-
cal needs of each ranch. The prin-
ciples are always the same—rest,
recovery, timing, intensity, fre-
quency—but how they are ex-
pressed can vary tremendously.

In 1993, Roger’s success
paid an unexpected dividend when
he was selected as one of seven
regional winners of the National
Cattleman’s Association’s Envi-
ronmental Stewardship Award. As
the Southwest representative,
Roger was recognized by the Se-
lection Committee of the NCA
for showing that good conserva-
tion practices and good business
gohandinhand. Healso gotafree
trip to the annual convention in
Reno, Nevada.

Roger made the newspa-
pers and was quoted as saying,
“With a little investment in capi-
tal, a lot of hard work, and a big
change in the way I manage re-
sources, we have made good
progress in sustaining our land for
the next generation.”

Frustration

If there is a dark cloud to
Roger’s tale of success, however, it
mightbe the frustration he feels at
the slow response of his fellow
ranchers to his example.

“When neighbors comeon
the ranch, they always look side-
ways, eitherat the horizon oratmy
cattle,” says Roger. “They only
want to talk about the weather or
performance. They almost never
look at the ground.”

And talking about the
land, Roger believes, is the key to
the future of ranching.



Over the years Roger has
worked hard to share his story
with other ranchers. He has writ-
ten and lectured extensively, and
even taughta class on holistic man-
agementat the community college
in Tucumcari. “I even tell people
that I've dropped my golf handi-
cap from 12 to six since switching
to HRM, which is true,” says
Roger, with a smile.

Ithasn’tworked. It’snot
just his neighbors either; Roger
has encountered everything
from skepticism to outright hos-
tility from ranchers across the
region. Toa meat-and-potatoes
rancher like Roger, who does
not consider himselfa radical at
all, it is a perplexing, and dis-
tressing, situation.

The reasons for resis-
tance by ranchers are varied,
but Roger singles out one in
particular: pride. “The quick-
est way to end a conversation is
to say I'm here to educate you,”
he says, “especially if the topic
involves the environment. Most
ranchers equate any discussion
about ecology with environmen-
tal activists from the city,” he says.

It is an irony that causes
Roger some pain. “What environ-
mentalists say is what ranchers be-
lieve too,” he says. “There should
be a lot of common ground, but
there hasn’t so far.”

Doubly frustrating is the
denial maintained by ranchers in
the face of rapid change taking
placeall around them. Roger hears
the whistle of change loud and
clear on the tracks, aimed directly
at the ranching community. “It’s
coming,” says Roger, referring to
pressure from cities and other glo-

balforces, “and everyranchershould
payattention.”

Roger has worked hard to
stay ahead of that whistle. That
more ranchers have not chosen
voluntarily to join him has dis-
couraged him somewhat, but not
to the point of despair.

Like most ranchers, Roger
remains stubbornly optimistic.

“Doing things differently
can really pull you down some-
times,” says Roger. “Peer pressure
can be overwhelming to the point
youwant to say whybother? When
this happens I saddle up my trusty
quarterhorse and ride the range
looking at the creeks that have
healed up with grass, I ride by the
ponds that are clear and full of life
again, Ilook at the grass plants that
are thriving due to proper rest, and
finally I go back home and look at
my goals and smile, knowing that
I'll never go back.”
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