
California Ranches 

• Ranches  or range 
livestock production 
systems are complex and 
individualistic  



Range Livestock Production Systems 

• Each ranch has a different mix 
of forage sources 

• Most forage sources are 
seasonal 

• Seasonal availability and lease 
agreements control season of 
use 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Each ranch has a different mix of forages sources to support production.  Forage sources are seasonal in their availability, productivity and quality.  Season of grazing is controlled by seasonal availability and lease agreements.



Seasonal Forage Sources 

• Annual Rangelands 
• Mountain Meadows 
• Great Basin 
• Irrigated Pasture 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here are some common forage sources in California; annual rangelands, mountain meadows,  great basin rangelands, and irrigated pasture. In the next few slides, we’ll examine each of these options in greater detail.
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• Forage Sources  
– Annual range is 

available all year 
– Public land leases 

available for 
summer grazing 

– Irrigated pasture 
available all year 

– Great Basin 
available in summer 
growing season – 
sometimes winter 
grazing 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
As you can see California has several range forage sources.  The season of grazing depends on the forage source and lease agreements. On annual rangeland grazing can occur all year round but forage quality is poor during the dry season.  Public land leases are often at high elevations where forage is dormant and covered in show part of the year.  Public land permits control the start date and end date for the grazing season.  Most central valley and foothill irrigated pasture in California can be grazed nearly all year.  Growth is slow during cold and very hot periods and rapid in spring and early summer.  Growth is very slow and pastures are often wet and muddy in December and January so pastures are not grazed or grazed very little.  Great Basin rangeland in eastern and northeastern California is grazed during the summer growing season often from May through October.  Winter grazing may be practiced on some ranches if the land is accessible.  Winter sheep grazing has been a common practice in the Great Basin.  During the grazing season continuous grazing of pastures or rotational grazing may be practiced.




Ranching Operations 
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Categories 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
California range livestock operations vary in their operational characteristics.  Often these ranches are spread across many different vegetation communities.





Ranching Operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Annual rangeland ranches usually calve in the fall and use annual rangelands for forage during all or part of the year. Around the time that the fall calving season ends annual rangelands begin to green up but it is usually cold and forage growth is slow. Annual rangeland operations may rely on annual rangelands all year or they may transport cattle to summer forage. 



Ranching Operations 

J F M A M J J A S O N D 

Green  
Season Dry Season 

Sagebrush 
Forestland 
Meadows 

Foothill 
Ranches 

Public 
Land 

Foothill Ranches 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Typically ranches along the Sierra Nevada foothills have moved cattle to higher elevation public lands for summer grazing.  USDA Forest Service permits in National Forests provide forage on meadows and associated shrub and forest land.  USDI  Bureau of Land Management permits are common in the Great Basis where livestock graze on sagebrush and sagebrush-grass ecosystems.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ranchers in northern California have also transported livestock to public and private high elevation pasture in eastern California and southern Oregon.
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Ranching Operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some annual rangeland operations own or lease irrigate pasture in the central valley that is also a source of green forage during most of the year.



Ranching Operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Some ranches, especially those on the central coast, are too far from public lands and have developed supplemental feeding programs to maintain herd nutrition through the annual rangeland dry season and winter slow growth period.  In recent years some Sierra foothill ranches have quit using public land leases and increasingly relied on dry annual range forage and supplemental feeding.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ranches in the Great Basin usually own high elevation pasture that is used to produce hay and some grazing.  The hay is fed during the winter months.  In the summer the livestock usually graze on public land leases on BLM and Forest Service grazing allotments. Some ranches transport livestock to the annual rangelands for winter and spring grazing and reduce the use of hay. Some of these California ranches move cattle into Oregon and Nevada for part of the year. 



Ranching Operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Ranchers in eastern California are similar to northeastern California but they are less likely to use annual rangeland.  Many of these ranches use grazing land in California and Nevada.  Some use annual rangelands in the southern Sierra Nevada.



Ranching Operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The north coast of California has another set of forage sources.  They have annual rangelands, often with an important perennial grass component and they have a longer green season due to the longer rainy season.  Many of these ranches have high quality irrigated pasture in the lowlands along the coast.  Many of these ranchers are also timber producers and have opportunities to graze private forestland following timber harvest.



Ranching Operations 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In addition to cow-calf operations some beef cattle producers graze weaned calves on annual rangeland during the winter and spring.  These calves then go to feedlots to be finished.  With the increased interest in grass fed beef some producers are feeding these calves to slaughter weights and marketing them as grass fed beef. Stockers are put on grass in fall if it rains, Jan or so if doesn’t.

Stocker calves weigh around 400 to 500 lbs at beginning with goal of gaining 200 + lbs during green season.  ADG of 3 to 4 lb/day have been measured at peak forage growth but average for the entire green season will be around 2 lb/day.





Sheep Operations 
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Presentation Notes
Most sheep operations in California are small.  The largest operations are in the northern Sacramento Valley, southern San Joaquin Valley and the desert.  Sheep operations in California commonly use annual rangelands throughout the year.  Some graze alfalfa hay fields in the fall and winter and others use irrigated pastures in the valley or desert all or part of the year.



Grazing Leases 

• Leases  
– Public land permits 

• Federal: Forest Service, 
BLM, DOD 

• State:  little, resistance 
to grazing state parks 

• Local:  Open space, 
parks, water districts 

– Private leases 
• Absentee owners, 

Utility Co., Timber Co. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Public land grazing permits are common on National Forest and BLM lands but have been controversial over the last 30 years.  Some ranches have reduced use of their Federal public land permits.  There isn’t much grazing on state lands.  There is resistance to grazing in some state agencies but recognition of the value of grazing for managing vegetation may change that.  Local open space districts, water districts and parks are sometimes sources of grazing leases.

Private leases are available with land owners who are not in the cattle business and in some cases are absentee owners.  Utility companies, oil companies, railroads and timber companies are also private sources of grazing leases.



Grazing Leases 

• Lease length (in and out dates) 
• Landowner services 
• Water 
• Reasonable use 
• Special clauses 
• Restrictions (hunting, fishing, 

tree cutting) 
• Supplemental Feeding 
• Maintenance and Improvements 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Leases vary in their content and complexity.  UC Leaflet 21424 lists 10 key points to include in a lease. Most leases include the length of the lease, in and out dates, services that the land owner will provide such as water.  Agreements commonly include a use level at which grazing will cease.   In some cases a residual dry matter or utilization level for ending grazing is stated in the lease. Use restrictions for hunting, wood cutting and other uses may be enumerated.  Supplemental feed practices are often agreed on in the lease.  In long-term leases maintenance of facilities is critical.





Summary 

• Each ranch is unique to the family and the landscape, but 
common in some operational characteristics 

• Forage sources are seasonal in their availability, productivity and 
quality 

• Forage sources in California are: annual rangelands, mountain 
meadows, great basin rangelands, and irrigated pasture 

• In California, annual grasslands and oak-woodlands are the 
largest source of grazed forage 
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