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otational grazing systems and the research upon

which they are based are an integral part of

the profession of rangeland management, both

the science and the art. A quick overview of the
literature shows how frequently rotational grazing is referred
to in the two primary journals of the Society for Range
Management. Using the search engine associated with the
archives of Rangelands from 1979-2003" and searching for
“rotation grazing” returned 252 articles with those words in
the title or keyword list. The use of the phrase “grazing
system” returned 718 articles with those words in the
keywords or title. About 1,500 articles were published over
this period.

Likewise, a search of the journal of Range Management
archives from 1948-2003" showed a similar emphasis. The
search phrase “grazing system” returned 1,513 articles, and
“rotation grazing” returned 645 relevant articles. There were
approximately 5,500 articles published in JRM over this
period. While these are not in-depth analyses by any means,
they are a good indication of the emphasis that has been
placed on a systematic approach to grazing management
over the history of our profession.

In a recent paper, Briske et al.” ignited a controversy with
their conclusions that rotational grazing (in various forms)
was not superior to continuous grazing when the metrics of
interest were plant or livestock production. Their review
cited 47 experiments varying from 2 years to >25 years in
length conducted and published over the past six decades.
Although they were hardly the first to question the
effectiveness of rotational grazing in stimulating plant or
livestock productivity,”* many have disagreed with these
findings. That disagreement has been expressed among
the ranchers who employ one of many forms of rotational
grazing, advisors and consultants who have promoted and

'See Rangelands archive at: https://www.uair.arizona.edu/holdings/
journal?r=http://rangelands.library.arizona.edu/

"See Journal of Range Management archive at: https://www.uair.
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assisted in the implementation of grazing systems, adminis-
trators who have incentivized grazing systems with public
resources, and researchers who have investigated and
observed grazing systems. This controversy should not be
downplayed. Quite the contrary, this is how science and
professions advance. A group of researchers states a well-
defined hypothesis, examines the relevant experimental
literature, and rejects that hypothesis and proposes alter-
native explanations. We believe that the challenge now
before us is not to refute or reject the findings of Briske
et al. (although that is certainly a possibility), but to take
those findings and construct new hypotheses to explain the
observations and to test them with broadly accepted and
credible designs and methodologies.

The challenges associated with developing those tests are
substantial and should not be lightly regarded. First, research
often lacks immediate application, if not overall relevance,
to issues of interest to managers. In their attempts to isolate
and evaluate a narrow range of important biophysical
drivers, researchers can confuse or lose the connection to
real-world management decisions. Although the ecological
processes investigated may be critical, they can be several
steps removed from those that field practitioners observe
and measure, and they can appear to have only minimal
connection to commercial-scale decision making. By con-
trolling variability, whether through the use of a growth
chamber, glasshouse, common garden, small plots, or
experimental fields, researchers run the risk of becoming
irrelevant to the most important processes in management:
adaptation and change. In fact, Briske et al.” explicitly cited
three areas (i.e., conservation goals, human dimensions,
and spatiotemporal scale effects) largely excluded from the
experimental design in the studies they reviewed.

On the other hand, practitioners can develop exceedingly
creative solutions to seemingly insurmountable problems.
However, because they seldom quantify existing conditions
and protocols associated with implementation, the ability
to communicate the principles of “how to” to other practi-
tioners, advisors, and researchers can be very poor and can




A parable about ranchers and scientists

Two ranchers went out for a balloon ride one day. A
strong wind arose and blew them way off course. They
had to use all of their skills and a little bit of luck to survive
the wind storm and land the balloon safely. As they were
about to finally touch down, they spotted a couple of sci-
entists collecting field data. “Hey, where are we?" the
ranchers yelled out. “In a rainbow-striped balloon, about
20 feet off the ground, descending at a rate of 5 feet per
second,” the scientists quickly yelled back. Moral of the
story: the scientists were exceedingly precise, but not par-
ticularly helpful. The ranchers were as happy as they
could be, but they still had no idea where they were.

wind up being little more than enthusiastic opinions. An
emerging body of literature on the sociology of natural
resource management identifies time and changes in spatial
scale as powerful confounding forces in the perceptions of
landowners in relation to resource conditions and factors
driving change. This subsequently diminishes their ability to
interpret their observations and to reconcile their opinions
with overwhelming evidence to the contrary.® Testimonials
will only go so far in convincing even mild skeptics.

Our hope in organizing and editing this special issue of
Rangelands is not, as we said earlier, to refute or rebut the
findings of Briske et al." and the substantial literature upon
which it was based, but to provide explanations that may
provide some insight into reconciling the conflicting views
associated with their implementation and, most importantly,
to identify new approaches to evaluation (both managerial
and experimental). This series of papers is unlikely to recon-
cile opposing views about the effectiveness of grazing systems
as a tool to achieve vegetation and livestock objectives. Only
well-designed, well-implemented, and well-analyzed research
can do that. That research may be done at a variety of scales
and through the collection of both traditional and non-
traditional data, but it will be good science. No amount of
passion will overcome evidence.
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