
    

 

Building Resilience to Sustain New Mexico Ranches 
 

A changing industry and current drought conditions have affected ranchers across the state and continue to threaten our 
state’s agricultural economy and natural heritage. We need land management practices that increase rangeland 
productivity, reduce water loss from our soils, and ensure healthy profits. New Mexico policy makers can help by creating 
incentive programs to motivate ranchers to adopt ranching practices that result in a more viable ranching industry for 
New Mexico. 

The Problem 
New Mexico has been suffering from below average precipitation since the late 1990s and drought conditions for the last 
four years, with the repercussions felt by ranchers throughout the state. During that time, the state has seen cattle herds 
drop from 1.5 million in 2009, to a low of 500,000 in mid-2013. A shortage of forage on grazing lands throughout the 
state has forced many ranchers to purchase more supplemental feed and/or to reduce their stocking rates. Some have 
even liquidated their herds. 
 
Cash receipts for livestock sales are also down, with receipts falling $1 million 
from 2011 to 2012. With cattle and calf sales providing an average of 37% of 
the state’s total agricultural cash receipts, it’s in all our best interests to 
provide New Mexico ranchers with a way to minimize the effects of the 
drought and decrease input costs on cattle operations throughout the state.  
 
The Solution 
While it is challenging to manage during drought, it can be done. Good management practices can result in more 
resilient landscapes and ranching businesses. The key is to plan for extreme conditions and to be ready in advance with 
fallback plans that minimize risk. Producers who plan in advance are most resilient to the effects of drought.  
Research shows that the following ranch practices are essential:  

1) Adaptive grazing planning that responds to changing forage production 
2) Short duration grazing with adequate plant recovery periods for drought conditions 
3) Using livestock to improve land health through effective herd management 
4) Road and riparian management practices that retain water on the land 
5) Marketing to local markets 

 
The Results 
1) Improved Soil Health to Maximize Moisture Retention (65% reduction in surface runoff—Dr. Teague research) 
2) Increased Numbers of Animals on Ranches —25% increase (Sidwell Ranch) 
3) Increased Ranch Profitability—40-87% net increase for calf sales (Ranney Ranch) 
4) Increased water retention by 57% (Teague research) or 32,000 gallons/acre more water/inch of rain. 
 

An Answer to Drought 
Increased Organic Matter (OM) = 

Increased Water Holding 
Capacity in the Soil = Increased 

Forage Production 
 



Proposed Incentive Programs 
Other states have developed incentives and models for improved performance on agricultural land. New Mexico has the 
opportunity to develop a variety of financial incentive programs to improve management practices on our lands, increase 
our resilience to drought, and stimulate local economies.   
Possible options are: 
 
Partnership Programs 

The New Mexico Rangeland Partnership (NMRP) 
The New Mexico Rangeland Partnership would bring federal, state, and 
private funders together to form a program designed to provide ranchers 
with financial cost-share assistance to enhance management of their 
existing property.  Participants in the program would be eligible to 
receive up to 65% cost share. 
 
NM State Land Planned Grazing Pilot Project 
The State Land Office would provide a 5-year low-cost/free state land 
lease to demonstrate results of planned grazing, while the State would 
provide funding for research on the implementation and results of those 
grazing practices. 
 
NM Grown 
The State would develop a reimbursement program for all businesses 
purchasing food grown in New Mexico. Member producers and retailers would receive cost-share funds for advertising 
and purchase NM Grown promotional items at cost. Member restaurants would be reimbursed up to $12,000 a year for 
purchases of NM Grown products under the Restaurant Rewards program.  
 
State Program 
The New Mexico Rangeland Improvement Program (NMRIP) 
This state-funded program (modeled after Colorado and Idaho state programs) would provide small grants or 
reimbursement of rangeland improvement expenses such as improving wildlife habitat, controlling erosion, establishing 
woody or grass plantings, or implementing stream improvements.  
 

Federal Programs 
Rangelands Management Assistance Program (RMAP) 
The RMAP (NRCS-funded) would provide financial incentives to New Mexico ranchers to improve ranch practices 
through planned grazing to improve rangeland health. Under RMAP, qualified producers would receive up to $50,000 in 
assistance to implement these practices.   
 
New Mexico Landowner Incentive Program (NMLIP) 
The NMLIP would use federal funding that would be distributed to ranchers in New Mexico to improve wildlife habitat and 
range production with planned grazing.  Landowners would be eligible to receive both technical and financial assistance 
with the program funded by federal LIP grants.  
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