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Ranchers block public land in Wyoming

EVANSTON, Wyo. - A group of
Utah cattlemen abruptly denied deer
hunters access to 92,000 acres of private
land within a federal grazing allotment in
southwestern Wyoming.

The cattlemen blocked access just
three days before the Oct. 1 deer season
opening, when thousands of in-state and
out-of-state hunters flood the low moun-
tains and steep slopes of the Cumber-
Iand/Uinta allotment.

The action is the latest chapter in the
controversy surrounding the 500,000-acre
alIotment, which sprawls over two
Wyoming counties and part of Utah.
Wildlife advocates have complained for
years about the impacts of sheep and cat-
tle grazing on the allotment's riparian
areas, and federal land managers have
promised to subdivide the allotment into
more manageable parcels (HCN, 2/22/93).

Ranchers who graze cattle and sheep
there have largely managed to sidestep
reforms, but critics say their decision to
close hunting may be the last straw.
~'(The ranchers) shot their foot off,"

said June Rain, executive director of the
Wyoming Wildlife Federation. "They've
made enemies of everyone who wants to
hunt and recreate on public land."

Just days before the announced clo-
sure, the Bureau of Land Management
ordered the cattleman to remove their cat-
tie early from most riparian areas on the
Cumberland range. Rain believes there is
a direct connection between the ranchers'
action and the BLM's order.

But an attorney for the three ranching
companies that announced the closure
said the action "has nothing to do with the
BLM." Ed Bown, speaking from his Salt
Lake City office, said the ranchers were
not pleased by "wildlife interests" blam-
ing cattlemen for the decrease in game
and increase in range deterioration.

Sim Weston, managing partner for.
the three companies, said the decision to
close lands to hunting was made after he
met with ranchers from among the com-
panies' 27 ranching units. Said Weston,
"(Hunters) won't cooperate with us and
why should we cooperate with them?"

Wyoming Wildlife Federation
spokesman Neal Lesmeister disagreed

with that assessment. "We've been telling
(the ranchers) from the start we want to
work with them to manage this,"
Lesmeister said. "Cattle and wildlife can
definitely coexist."

Wildlife advocates praised the
BLM's order to remove cattle a month
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early from the Cumberland's riparian
areas as a decisive act to protect the land.
Ranchers, however, immediately appealed
the decision, just as they have virtually
every action taken by the agency in recent
years on the Cumberland. For three
decades they have resisted efforts to sub-
divide the allotment into more. manage-
able. parcels to accommodate 9,000 cattle
and 20,000 sheep. Riparian areas have
been degraded and conflicts have
increased among sheepmen and cattle-
men, and between livestock interests and
wildlife interests.

Last June, the BLM decided to divide
the allotment into 11 smaller units. Ranch-
ers appealed that decision, too, as well as.
the-agency's interim land management plan
pending the appeal's resolution.

About one-third of the
Cumberland/Uinta allotment is private
land, belonging mainly to the Utah ranch-
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ers. The private ground, now officially
closed to hunting, is part of a "checker-
board" land-ownership pattern along the
Union Pacific Railroad line, in which
odd-numbered sections are government
owned, and even-numbered sections are
in private ownership.

''The real problem when you close the-
private land on the checkerboard is that you
close public land," said the Wildlife Federa-
tion's Lesmeister. "And you have to deal
with increasing populations of deer and
antelope that won't be hunted."

The Cumberland contains two deer
hunting areas, which together attracted
from 2,500 to 3,000 deer hunters last
year, state game officials said.

Sim Weston was vague as to how the
ranching companies will enforce the clo-
sure. Wyoming law provides that the bur-
den is on the hunter to know whose land
he is on, a point reiterated by the ranchers,
game managers and land managers alike.

"We'll see what happens," Weston
said. t'lf people won't cooperate, we'll do
what we have to do ... I'm sure there will
be a lot of people saying they've hunted
there all their life and are going to keep
hunting there."

As the season opened, there appeared
to be no rancher effort to enforce the land
closure, but some hunters were- confused,
as to whose land they were on, despite
last-minute BLM efforts to publicize the
closure and distribute maps.

"I think I'm on BLM land, but
whether "it is or not, I'm not sure," said
James Graham of Seattle, Wash., who has
hunted the Cumberland for the past four
years. "A local guy. told me he'd go where
he usually goes if he was us."

An Ogden, Utah, hunter said hunting
in Wyoming appears headed in the direc-
tion of neighboring states, where access to
public land is difficult if not impossible,
and where private lands are increasingly
off-limits.

"We're used to having nowhere to
hunt in Utah," Craig Ross said. "That's
the whole reason we come to Wyoming."

- Katharine Collins

Katharine Collins is a staff reporter
for the Casper Star- Tribune. '
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