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Wildfires in 
California

• Increasing in frequency and 
severity

• More than 3.8 million acres
burned so far this year

• Result in loss of life, impaired 
air quality, loss of structures, 
and loss of forage

• Models predict more 
frequent and severe wildfires
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To What Extent do Cattle Reduce 
Fuel Loads Across the State?
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State-Wide Results
• ~1.8 million head of beef cattle were in 

California in 2017 (not including those 
on feed)

• > 11.6 billion pounds of forage 
removed by cattle across the state in 
2017

• Grazed rangeland acreage from crop 
reports was >19 million acres

• Total Rangeland acreage from GAP 
analysis was ~59.4 million acres 

• ~40 million acres of rangeland were 
not grazed in 2017
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The average amount of fuel removed across grazed 
rangelands in the state was 596 pounds per acre.



mi/hr

ft

1200



Residual Dry Matter (RDM) Standards



Conclusions
• Cattle grazing is an important tool for reducing fine fuels on grazed 

rangelands
• Fuel reduction rates on grazed rangelands varied by region from 174 

to ~1000 lbs/acre
• Based on our model, to reduce fire risk, fuels would ideally be <1,200 

lbs/acre to keep flame heights <4 ft even in high wind speeds, but this 
may not be feasible in high production years or in areas with higher 
RDM standards or competing resource needs

• Also this needs to be tested experimentally on-the-ground



Takeaways
• Win-win-win by more strategic grazing, including grazing some private 

and public lands in high risk areas that currently are not being grazed 
or that are being very lightly grazed. The triple-win is: 1) increasing 
fire fuels reduction and public safety, 2) achieving grassland habitat 
conservation goals, and 3) increasing financial sustainability of 
ranching.

• Grazing all rangelands to ideal fuel levels is not logistically feasible or 
compatible with management goals, but two practical takeaway 
messages for ranchers from this study are that they can: 1) 
incorporate fuel reduction goals in their grazing management 
planning and 2) target higher levels of grazing in high risk areas such 
as near homes, near infrastructure, or at the wildland-urban 
interface. 



Thank you!

• Research team: Devii Rao (UCANR), Felix Ratcliff (LD Ford Consulting), 
Sheila Barry (UCANR), Luke Macaulay (UCANR), Rowan Peterson (UC 
Berkeley), Shane Dewees (UCSB), Max Moritz (UCSB), Royce Larsen 
(UCANR), Matthew Shapero (UCANR), Larry Forero (UCANR)

• California Cattle Council for funding this research

felixratcliff@gmail.com


	Benefits of Cattle Grazing for Fuels Reduction and Fire Safety
	Wildfires in California
	Rangeland Fires
	Cattle 
	Fuel Reduction
	Slide Number 6
	Slide Number 7
	Slide Number 8
	State-Wide Results
	Slide Number 10
	Slide Number 11
	Residual Dry Matter (RDM) Standards
	Conclusions
	Takeaways
	Thank you!

