
Ranchers Fight for their Land in the 
American Southwest 
The livelihoods and cultural traditions of 
ranching communities in Northern New 
Mexico are being severely threatened. 
Reduction in grazing rights and seemingly 
discriminatory practices of some U.S. Forest 
Service officers pose major threats to area 
ranchers, especially ranchers of Indo-Hispanic 
descent. Romanticized visions of the American 
Cowboy taking cattle out to pasture are 
replaced with a modern-day reality: an 
unraveling social and economic fabric as rural 
to urban job transfer increases, drug abuse 
becomes more prevalent, schools shut down 
due to falling enrollment, and trailer park 
slums dot the landscape. This stark 
juxtaposition of a picturesque countryside and 
crumbling rural communities stems from loss 
of livelihoods at the hands of the U.S. Forest 
Service.  
 
The gradual reduction in land rights of native 
New Mexican ranchers dates back to The 
Mexican-American  War   when   their   ancestors’  
land was suddenly transferred from Mexican to 
U.S territory. The main consequence of this 
transfer was the swift replacement of 
communal land management practices, once 
woven into the fabric of Mexican life, with 
individualistic notions of private property 
rights.   In   the   early   1900s   many   of   today’s  
National Forests were established. 
Consequently, large portions of previously 
grazable land came under the control of the 
U.S. government and local ranchers were 
issued grazing permits which allowed them 
only restricted use of the land as considered a 
privilege, not a right. During the last two 
decades, more than 30% of these permits have 
been revoked. Today, many of these ranching 
communities reside on small tracts of land 
which abut the Carson and Santa Fe National 
Forests.  
 
David Sanchez, an advocate of rancher rights 

and a traditional rancher himself, has been 
openly speaking out against the U.S. Forest 
Service’s   discriminatory   practices   since   2006  
when, without warning, his prior authorization 
to graze 250 cattle on public lands was 
revoked. Within weeks, he was forced to sell all 
250  head  of  cattle.  “I  could  no  longer use public 
lands  and  I  didn’t  have  enough  private   land  to  
sustain  that  size  herd,”  Sanchez  said.  This  was  
an enormous loss but he was left with no other 
choice.  

 
While some may feel powerless in such a 
situation, Sanchez immediately began to fight 
back. First, he built a team of experts including 
rangeland scientists, lawyers, and grassroots 
organizers. He carefully documented every 
interaction with USFS officials to support his 
case. Finally, he built a coalition of ranchers, 
local politicians, and national advocacy 
organizations.   David   is   determined;;   “Its   a  
process.   That’s   how   the   U.S.   government  
operates.”  Knowledge  of  government  processes  
has   helped   Sanchez   to   effectively   ‘play   the  
game’.  He   submits   stakeholder   requests  when 
National Forest Plans in Northern New Mexico 
are being renewed, he follows procedural 
protocol on submitting complaints to the civil 
rights department of the U.S. Forest Service, 
and he understands the importance of building 
relationships with local politicians. His work is 



all in an effort to secure the few remaining 
rights traditional ranchers have to the land. He 
is not unrealistic; the days of ejido based 
communal land rights may be over, but he 
refuses to allow the U.S. Forest Service to 
marginalize his community any further.  
 
The ability to graze cattle without fear of 
having that right taken away gives ranchers 
economic security and preserves a traditional 
way of life. It connects families to the land and 
it would help struggling communities reaffirm 

themselves. The struggle to secure these rights 
is arduous but ranchers’ rights advocates have 
forged a path and do not intend to yield 
anytime soon. Jaime Chavez, an advocate of 
rancher rights, likened the fight against the 
U.S. Forest Service to building a fire, adding 
various tactics to their strategy like sticks to a 
pile, one by one until they all catch fire.  
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