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The Radical Center:

If it meets in Flagstaff, and the press doesn’t cover it, did it really happen?

By Derrick Widmark

On a Friday morning in late February of this year, about fifty folks gathered for the 2011 Diablo 
Trust Annual Meeting.  Featuring presenters from some of the region’s most established landscape-
scale and ranching-based collaboratives, the group engaged in a lively and compelling dialogue on 
strategies, challenges, opportunities and outlooks for collaborative, landscape-scale conservation in 
the West.

Did you read about it in your local paper?  

Did you hear about it on your local radio 
station or television news? 

Did you see anything about this in a regional 
or national major or alternative media outlet?

No. No.  And no again -- you did not.  
Despite invitations to a wide range of media 
organizations, not a single member of the 
press was there to help tell a story that has 
significant implications for our region’s 
citizens and long-term sustainability.

If you ask people involved in the “Radical Center” -- a term that could not be articulated more 
eloquently than in Wallace Stegner’s words above -- why the media consistently ignores their work, 
they will tell you that it’s because it doesn’t fit into the increasingly polarized narrative that appar-
ently most publishers and news station managers believe draws in readers and listeners and brings in 
advertising revenue.  

No conflict, no controversy = no story.

And while this may sound like a complaint, or a whine, I offer it up to you here as simple fact.  After 
five years of trying to help spread the word on work that I truly believe to be important, I no longer 
have any expectation that the media -- mainstream or alternative -- will help tell what is a compel-
ling and powerful local and regional story: namely, that some of the most innovative and impactful 
conservation work in our country is being instigated and carried out by traditionally conservative 
ranching families.

That is the work of the Radical Center, and it was eloquently in evidence at our little meeting in 
February.

Bill McDonald (who has been recognized with a MacArthur “Genius” Award for his collaborative 
conservation work) from the Malpai Borderlands Group (see p. 6) , Tom Sheridan from the Altar 
Valley Conservation Alliance (see p. 10), Rick Knight (who gleefully unearthed the Stegner quote)

(cont’d on page 3)

Diablo Trust Annual Meeting

“I have been convinced for a long time that what is miscalled the middle of  the road is actually 
the most radical and most difficult position -- much more difficult and radical than either reac-
tion or rebellion.” 
      - Wallace Stegner
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Getting to Know... Mike Elson & Brian Dykstra

Mike’s Diablo Trust Profile
Born in: Albuquerque, New Mexico.

Childhood Hero: Danny White (Dallas Cowboys) and my 
dad.

Current Hero: My dad is still a hero, and I’m very impressed 
by early leaders in conservation like Teddy Roosevelt and 
Gifford Pinchot.

Contribution to the Flagstaff Community: Many would argue 
the point, but I think we have done everything humanly pos-
sible within the authorities of the Forest Service to minimize 
the impacts of the Schultz Fire, and we’ll keep working on it 
for many more years to come.

Favorite Class you took in College [or  elsewhere]: Intro to 
Ecology, because it took the interest I always had in nature’s 
connections and added a tremendous amount of depth to 
that understanding as I learned about all the research that 
had been done and the patterns that repeated themselves in 
nature.

Books you Recently Enjoyed: “The Rise of Theodore Roos-
evelt” and “Theodore Rex” both by Edmund Morris.

Hobbies: Fly-fishing (but not so much since moving to AZ), 
hiking, bird hunting, viewing wildlife.

Favorite Western: “The Spirit of the Border” by Zane Grey.

Favorite Western-Wear Item: Chaps (means I’m actually on 
a horse, which only happens rarely).

Favorite Ranch Recipe: Steak!

Fondest Outdoor Memory:  Camping with my family in the 
San Juan Mountains of Colorado every year since I’m old 
enough to remember.

As of Yet Unrealized Life’s Dream: Own a ranch with horses.

Possible Ranch Nickname: Don’t even start calling me 
“Shorty.” 

Born in: Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Childhood Hero: My dad.

Current Hero: My dad.

Contribution to the Flagstaff Community: Participation in 
volunteer events and support to community organizations I 
value.

Favorite Class you took in College [or elsewhere]: Plant 
Physiology, mostly because the professor was a character and 
made it a very interesting subject. 

Books you Recently Enjoyed: “Truman” by David Mc-
Cullough.

Hobbies: Hiking, woodworking, fishing, training my new bird 
dog.

Favorite Quotation: “To keep every cog and wheel is the first 
precaution of intelligent tinkering.”  - Aldo Leopold. 

Favorite Western: “Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid.”

Favorite Western-Wear Item: Wrangler jeans.

Favorite Ranch Recipe: Grilled elk steak with ranch style 
beans and a baked potato.

Fondest Outdoor Memory:  Elk hunting with my wife.

If you had a Home On the Range Actress you would cast as 
your Wife:  My wife Beth is the best actress I know.  I’d cast 
her in any role!

As of Yet Unrealized Life’s Dream: Growing organic veg-
etables on a farm I have yet to acquire.

Brian’s Diablo Trust Profile

Mike Elson (left) and Brian Dykstra are the Coconino National Forest’s Flagstaff and Mogollon Rim District Rangers, re-
spectively. 

“I participate in Diablo 
Trust because it’s a great 
organization that rep-
resents a great cause to 
preserve the irreplaceable 
western landscape and 
lifestyle.”
 Mike Elson

“I admire the Prossers and 
Metzgers for the collabo-
ration they’ve encouraged 
in their stakeholders, and 
I believe the Diablo Trust 
has a great approach to 
ranch management in the 
21st century. I’m privi-
leged to be a part of it.”
 Brian Dysktra
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I have been involved in collaborative landscape-scale conser-
vation projects for the last twenty years or so. The concept 
of collaborating, or working together with others who may 
share some interest in common outcomes, has always made it 
easier to take on really big challenges. We don’t much need 
to collaborate to shoe a horse or fix a broken float valve. Col-
laboration is called for when problems involve big jobs, dif-
ferent points of view, institutional barriers, complex systems, 
or human values.

I live on what we consider to be a family-scale cattle ranch. 
It’s somewhat complex on a day-to-day basis, but we deal with 
it most of the time through a process of simplification. 
Almost any tough job is just a series of simple steps, until it 
really gets complicated. Then it’s time for collaboration. 

I can go out and gather a good sized bunch of cattle and 
move them by myself, most of the time, especially if 
I’m riding a good horse, and maybe if my dogs help me. If I 
also need to brand calves or sort off bulls, it would be easier 
if I had some help. If we’re going to gather all the cows, and 
try to get everything branded, we put together a crew by invit-
ing our friends and neighbors to help. They will not expect 
to be paid, but will expect to be fed and exposed to basic 
hospitality. In return they will be secure in the knowledge that 
we stand ready to return the favor in the future. We call it 
neighboring; and through it a sense of community develops 
that spans generations, genders, differences in philosophy 
regarding cow work and horse training, even politics and 
religion. 

We agree to agree on certain things from the start. It’s my 
ranch, my cows, and my works, so it will be done my way. 
When I go to help the neighbor, I’ll do my best to conform 
to his or her standard. I won’t assume that my dogs will be 
welcome on his works, I won’t drive across his hay meadow 
to turn my pickup and trailer around, and I’ll show up on 
time, and expect to stay until the work is done, no matter how 

late it gets.

Conservation work on a landscape scale requires even more 
patience, tolerance, empathy, and persistence. The natural 
resource management challenges of agency protocols, land 
tenure, soil differences, vegetation dynamics, fire history, and 
even terrestrial ecosystem surveys are just the backdrop for the 
discussions necessary for collaboration on a landscape scale.

                 

Dennis Moroney on his ranch near Douglas, Arizona

Discovery of the nature of the problem unfolds like the petals 
on a rose; with each participant bringing their own unique 
perspective, experience, education, bias, and heart-felt emo-
tional values. It is important for each participant to both listen 
respectfully to the perspectives of others, but also to clearly ex-
press their own personal point of view regarding the problem. 

This would be easy if the problems out on the land were 
simple. Unfortunately, all the simple challenges have been 
solved already. It’s up to us to start working on the more dif-
ficult issues. We ask if it is caused by lack of fire, overgrazing, 
overrest, climate change, past history, current management, or 
just lack of attention? The answers are never simple.

(cont’d on page 6)

Brian’s Diablo Trust Profile

from Colorado’s Laramie Foothills Group (see p. 8), and 
our prolific moderator, Dennis Moroney (see above) -- all of 
them corroborated and expanded upon Diablo Trust’s story 
of seeking common ground to achieve impactful change on 
the ground.  All in the service -- not of profit, not of fame, 
but of the land.   And given how out of touch that notion is 
with the rest of our culture, perhaps it is no surprise that the 
media hasn’t taken proper notice. 

I urge you to read their stories and to take heart in an archi-
pelago of landscape-scale conservation areas in our region 
that makes a difference in your quality of life.  Take heart, 

yes, but please don’t take any of this work for granted.  As was 
discussed in our previous issue on Ecosystem Stewardship (see 
Ground Truth, Fall 2010), all of these groups face the same 
generational challenge of ensuring continuity of what the last 
few and current generations have accomplished.  No small 
task, that.

The challenges are real.  The opportunities are enormous.  
And the road goes through that difficult -- and under-reported 
-- place known as the Radical Center.  

Derrick Widmark is the Communications Coordinator 
for the Diablo Trust

Some Thoughts on Collaborative Landscape-scale Conservation
 by Dennis Moroney

Radical Center (cont’d from page 1)
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Diablo Trust President’s Report
By Judy Prosser

Hi Folks,

I write this as we cross the desert between Barstow and Kingman, a not too interest-
ing stretch of road….  I started to write a cheerleading column about collaboration, 
but, if you attended the Diablo Trust Annual Meeting you probably heard more 
interesting things about that topic than I could ever convey. Portions of the feedback 
and take-home messages from the presenters will be featured in this newsletter.  If you 
didn’t make it to the meeting, you missed a good one! 

The last two days have inspired me enough that I am compelled to share my observa-
tions with you; Bob and I are returning from a weeklong trip through Nevada and 
California. The main goal of our trek was to help prepare for the public auction of 
our approximately 150 bulls, the first we have ever had. Our destination: Yerington, 
Nevada (about an hour south of Reno).

The only road that surpasses the one I referenced above, for being scenery challenged, 
is the one from Reno to Las Vegas—Holy Moly!  Yerington is a farming community 
and one of the onion-growing capitals in the U.S.  We selected that site to grow out 
our bulls for four reasons:  1) to reduce our feed costs by taking the bulls closer to an 
area where the feed is grown locally; 2) to expand our market for breeding bulls into 
other areas of the West; 3) to be able to utilize a new test for feed efficiency (more on 
this in the next newsletter); and 4) to take advantage of an organization and facility that 
handles, feeds, and markets cattle very professionally.  I should preface this with the 
obvious and unique fact that the place is run by a woman.

Lucy Snyder Rechel grew up as one of nine children raised on the family farm and 
ranch in Yerington. This farm put all those kids through college. A couple of her 
brothers and her husband run the onion, garlic, and hay farm; her father, at 86, still 
comes to work six days a week, and her mom still cooks lunch for them during the 
week. With the help of two other women and three men, Lucy manages a 2,500 
head “feedlot” where cattle are there for varying periods of time before they go out to 
pasture somewhere else.  Ours were there for four months. Lucy is a very hands-on 
manager: sorting, processing, testing, checking cattle for illness, marketing, artificially 
breeding, and pregnancy testing her customers’ cattle.  It is a top-notch facility, a 
model for livestock handling—an animal welfare pleaser.  It is as clean a farm as I’ve 
ever seen.

We sold all of our bulls to ranchers in New Mexico, Texas, Colorado, Utah, Oregon, 
Idaho, Nevada, California, Montana, and Mexico. I must give all the credit to my 
husband; who, quite humbly, goes about helping people select bulls that compliment 
their cow herds, their breeding programs, and their environments.  Over half of these 
yearling bulls were sold sight unseen on order.  We were humbled and appreciative 
that two of our neighbors, the Flying M and the Hopi 3 Canyon Ranches, were volume 
buyers.

Bob drew straws for the California delivery and we set out across the Sierras yesterday.  
Little did we know it was snowing atop the pass and a jackknifed truck would hold 
us up for several hours.  Piles of snow over twenty feet high shadowed both sides of 
this narrow road as we sat waiting with nine bulls in a trailer.  Eventually we moseyed 
on down the hill only to climb another to the tiny town of Mokelumne Hill, east of 
Stockton, California.  A fourth generation family ranch sits atop a ridge of breathtaking 
scenery. My two bulls think they have arrived in Heaven.

As we journeyed from Stockton to Bakersfield, through the fertile agricultural belt 

(cont’d on next page)
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of the San Joaquin Valley; we observed huge dairies, vineyard after vineyard, 
farms growing hay, strawberries, pomegranates, lemons, oranges, dates, almonds, 
various kinds of beans, and sprouts, to name a few. It reminded me of the impor-
tance of this part of the country; California is the seventh largest economy in the 
world and without a doubt there is an incredible diversity of scenery and produc-
tion.

As we know, all large farming communities are also home to a diversity of labor.  
An enormous number of H2A (non-immigrant, seasonal agricultural workers) 
and green card workers do a large amount of the manual labor still required for 
farming in this country.  From onions to grapes—it just isn’t all mechanized.  I 
started calculating the number of families supported by agriculture in that part 
of the world and couldn’t keep track of the numbers….

To sum it up, this trip reminded me of some of the other spokes in the wheel of 
commercial agriculture (that I don’t see so often) that are necessary to keep feed-
ing this growing population which demands affordable and healthy food.  If asked: 
“What is the connection to Diablo Trust?”, my hope is that I might help you appreciate the fact that some of our food comes 
from very large farms; but this does not mean it was produced unsustainably, that labor was exploited, or that the farms are 
owned by corporations, or that the health of the earth or consumers was compromised.  The two ranches you support in the 
Diablo Trust are also considered big ranches; there are some efficiencies of scale that have built agriculture in this country and 
even in northern Arizona.  We are grateful that we have a supportive community, that people like you continue to help protect 
and preserve a traditional use of the land that renews itself year after year. 

And I will continually be reminded of the beauty of those agricultural fields as we whittle away at this very large bag of fresh 
onions in the back of my truck.
 

President’s Report (cont’d from page 4)

No Ordinary Burger
By Courtney White, Executive Director, Quivira Coalition

To view this article in its entirety, please go to http://www.diablotrust.org/media.htm

Judy Prosser
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The Malpai Borderlands Group is a grassroots, landowner-driven 
organization that is attempting to implement ecosystem manage-
ment on nearly a million acres of virtually unfragmented open 
space landscape in Southeastern Arizona and Southwestern New 
Mexico. The area involved is roughly pyramid-shaped, with the 
base of the pyramid running just east of Douglas, Arizona into 
New Mexico to the far eastern boundary of the 500 section Gray 
Ranch.  The apex is just south of Rodeo, New Mexico on the 
Arizona-New Mexico state line and runs south to the Mexican 
border. This huge landscape has less than 100 human families 
residing in it.  With the exception of two small wildlife preserves, 
this is cattle ranching country.

The diversity of the land ownership is nearly as great as the country 
itself.  The patchwork of ownership includes 53% private and 47% 
made up of state trust land in New Mexico and Arizona, or public land managed by the U.S. Forest Service or the Bureau of 
Land Management.

In 1991, several of the area ranchers met at the Malpai Ranch in the San Bernardino Valley in Arizona.  The ranch is so 
named after the volcanic malapai rock which is prevalent in the area.  We met to discuss what we saw as a deteriorating

(cont’d on next page) 

The Malpai Borderlands Group 
by Bill McDonald

Landscape-scale problems typically overlap legal jurisdic-
tions, agency responsibilities, and multiple ownerships. In 
addition, they often reflect complex ecosystem dynamics, 
a variety of permitted uses, and multiple expectations as to 
productivity, protection, short- and long-term management, 
and potential for recovery.

Defining the problem is enough to discourage the weak and 
dampen the enthusiasm of the rest of us, but when we start 
to identify goals that might help improve the situation on 
the ground, the real work begins. I find it frustrating in the 
early stages as some of my values, great ideas, and simple 
solutions are exposed to the light of day and dismissed as 
unworkable, idealistic, or too broad. 

On the other hand, there is a certain synergy that begins to 
happen as we focus on our areas of agreement and narrow 
the scope of our shared common interest. Slowly, something 
like consensus emerges centered around what is practical, 
and might result in the most good for the energy and capital 
expended.

Along the way, many of the participants begin to feel as 
though they may actually be engaged in something mean-
ingful and tangible. A community of interest, made up of 
well-informed people, representing diverse interests, is 
working together to produce positive change on the ground. 
The requirement to think long and hard about the issue is 
rewarded by the sense that you truly understand the prob-

lem, and have come up with a solution that really could do 
some good.

The goals, of course, lead to lining out a course of action; a 
management plan for implementing the project; and defining 
measurable outcomes to determine success. Invariably there 
are unforeseen impediments which must be overcome, but in 
the end, something real happens on the ground that makes a 
difference.

Therein lies the greatest value to collaborative landscape-scale 
conservation projects. The participants invested time, energy, 
and often significant funds to make a difference on a piece of 
land. The success will determined over time; but the partici-
pants will be changed forever because of the experience of 
actively working together to do something real and making a 
difference for forests, wildlife, watersheds, grasslands, riparian 
areas, sensitive species, and sometimes - feeding the people. 

In the big picture, we end up getting some things done on the 
ground that would not have happened without the process of 
collaboration, or the cooperation of neighbors.  In the long 
run, we all benefit from preventing erosion, restoring watershed 
function, improving wildlife habitat, and preserving biodiversity. 
But something else happens between us as humans that really 
makes a difference. We begin to understand each other a little 
better. We may even share a meal with new friends.

Dennis Moroney is the Co-Owner, with his wife Deb, and Operator of  47 
Ranch in McNeal, Arizona

Some Thoughts (cont’d from page 3)
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situation.  Cattle ranching in the West, especially grazing on public lands, was under attack and on the defensive. We decided to 
reach out to our critics and try to find common ground.

Over the course of a year, a small group of ranchers and environmentalists met to discuss our mutual concern for the health 
and open space future of our land.  We called ourselves the Malpai Group and after our discussions we drafted a Malpai 
Agenda.  It addressed two major concerns.  The first was the threat of fragmentation of the landscape. Fragmentation would 
permanently limit future options for the desired sustainable condition of the land.  The second concern was for the declining 
productivity and loss of biological diversity accompanying the encroachment of woody species on grasslands.

Two subsequent events took us to the next step.  One was the suppression of a small brush fire just inside our area.  The fire 
was suppressed by the land management agency in authority despite the objection of the private landowner whose land inter-
mingled with that managed by the agency. Fire suppression was believed to be a major factor in the encroachment of brush 
species which has accelerated in this century. Many ranchers, as well as others, felt it was time for fire to regain, to some extent, 
its naturally occurring role in the ecosystem.  Another meeting was then held at the Malpai Ranch, this time with some thirty 
ranches represented. Out of that meeting came a request for the land management agencies to work with the ranchers on a 
Comprehensive Fire Plan for the area.  The response from the 
agencies was quick.  A follow-up meeting with all the land man-
agement agencies was held at the Gray Ranch.  This two day 
meeting with representatives from the ranching community pro-
duced a commitment by all parties to work toward coordin-
ated ecosystem management for the whole area.  After all, fire 
does cross land ownership boundaries and fire is just one tool 
in managing landscapes. Clearly, it was time to figure out how 
to work across political boundaries to improve the land. The 
second event that transformed our group was the Animas 
Foundation’s purchase of the huge Gray Ranch from The 
Nature Conservancy. The Hadley Family, with twenty years on 
the Guadalupe Canyon Ranch and substantial resources be-
yond their cattle operation, created a private organization, the 
Animas Foundation, with which to purchase and manage the 
Gray Ranch. The Nature Conservancy became interested in 
the fledgling Malpai Group and its goals and assigned a senior 
vice-president: the same man who negotiated the Gray Ranch 
purchase with the Animas Foundation, to work with the group 
and the Foundation at the request of the ranchers.

The upshot of these events was the establishment of the Malpai Borderlands Group as a 501(c)(3) non-profit organization. 
The group established a board of directors and listed as cooperators: all area landowners who wished to work with the group, 
all government agencies engaged in any way with the area, several universities, The Nature Conservancy, and various scientists.  
The goal statement of the group reads as follows: Our goal is to restore and maintain the natural processes that create and protect a healthy, 
unfragmented landscape to support a diverse, flourishing community of  human, plant and animal life in our borderlands region.  Together, we will 
accomplish this by working to encourage profitable ranching and other traditional livelihoods which will sustain the open space nature of  our land for 
generations to come.

We’ve been at this for seventeen years now and here’s what we have accomplished so far:  
• The acquisition of conservation easements on 77,500 acres of private land on fifteen ranches.  This affects over 200,000 

acres of associated state and federal land.

• Since 1994, 75,000 acres have been impacted by prescribed burns in our working area.  Monitoring verifies that, in general, 
these fires have been effective in reducing woody plant cover and stimulating the growth of perennial grasses.

• Our technical and cost share assistance program helps landowners put in place needed conservation projects and practices.  
The Natural Resources Conservation Service supports a position dedicated to assisting the group.

• Our watershed restoration program has been responsible for the construction of thousands of small structures, made with 
native materials; that are placed in gullies and slow down runoff, capture sediment, establish vegetation, and help control 
erosion.                (cont’d on page 9)

Malpai Borderlands (cont’d from page 6)

A view across the Gray Ranch, where prescribed burns 
have resulted in improved grassland health
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In northern Colorado, sitting at one end of a 160 mile long 
swath of runaway sprawl, the future looks quite different 
today than it did a decade earlier. Until the 1990s, northern 
Colorado was heading in the same direction as the rest of 
Colorado’s Front Range. At the peak of land conversion, 
Colorado was losing the size of Rocky Mountain National 
Park in farm and ranch land every year. That is, we were 
swapping farm and forest land for exurbs stretching as far as 
the eye could see and the mind could fathom. Interstate 25 
was called “Main Street,” and towns from Colorado Springs 
to Fort Collins were referred to as “neighborhoods” Colo-
rado was well on its way to copying the trajectory of Atlanta, 
Georgia and Southern California.

Little appreciated at this time was the realization that people 
in northern Colorado’s Larimer County were not slumber-
ing through this latest wave of rural sprawl. In the late 1980s, 
people and organizations began to organize to ensure their 
watershed would not look like the rest of the Colorado 
Front Range, sliced and diced by endless residential and 
commercial developments, city-to-city annexing wars, in-
creasing air pollution, traffic congestion, and rising levels of 
crime. 

Northern Colorado had a different vision. Its residents re-
fused to believe that its watershed was like any other place, 
to be treated as just another piece of real estate; where devel-
opers and elected officials conspired to turn once-productive 
working land into deficit-spiraling urbs, whether exurb or 
suburb. 

Organizing around the Laramie Foothills Group, with city 
and county residents passing sales taxes to help conserve 
open spaces; a remarkable consortium of rural and urban 
constituencies coalesced to ensure that land beyond city lim-
its stayed open and productive, rather than developed and 
running red deficits on county and city ledgers.
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Rick Knight

The Laramie Foothills Group: 
Conservation at the Scale of a Watershed

By Richard L. Knight

Beginning slow, taking baby steps in order to go fast; there 
were years of gatherings, meetings on the land, in private 
homes and city buildings, over coffee, and over beer. Ask-
ing questions, crossing political ideologies to focus on what 
brought us together, people began to see commonalities rather 
than differences. Everyone wanted to live in a prosperous 
watershed, where both the land and the human communities 
did well; where producers and consumers of food could meet 
locally; where open space, whether private or public, was con-
served rather than developed. Some worried that it was already 
too late, that we had squandered what an American writer saw 
when she penned these words atop Pikes Peak looking out 
over the Colorado Front Range: 

“O beautiful for spacious skies,
For amber waves of  grain,
For purple mountain majesties
Above the fruited plain!
America! America!
God shed his grace on thee”

Katharine Lee Bates, a young English professor at Wellesley 
College, gazing out over the Colorado Front Range was be-
witched by the beauty of what she saw as well as by a swelling 
patriotism and love of country.  Over a century later, it was the 
beauty of working wildlands in a still largely intact watershed 
that compelled people in northern Colorado to come together 
and find a middle way.

Little by little progress was made: a ranch conserved here, an 
agricultural working group formed there, an invasive weed co-
operative started, a place-based education program organized 
in the rural schools, city and county open space programs 
working together, ranch families beginning to see that their ur-
ban cousins genuinely cared about their livelihoods, locavores 
in towns who wanted to know where their food came from and 
were tired of subsidizing developers. The time seemed ripe for 
a unifying event. It happened in 2003.

Due to several large ranches being placed on the market or 
their owners seeing the wisdom of placing conservation ease-
ments on their land; and some risk-prone individuals working 
for city and county governments, a progressive land trust, and 
an international conservation organization; forces converged 
to protect an east-west swath of land nearly 22 miles wide and 
20 miles deep. Residents of Larimer County woke up one 
day and realized that the northern part of the Colorado Front 
Range would never be the same again. The future that spread 
out before its residents now held intact the promise of rural

(cont’d on next page)



and urban communities coming together over locally produced food on locally conserved open spaces.

Someone else awoke that morning with what must have been a surprise, for the forest supervisor of the Roosevelt National For-
est looked east to his Pawnee National Grasslands and west to his Canyon Lakes District and realized that his forests and plains 
were now connected by an east-west swath of conserved land! 

Updating this story of how people in a watershed took their destiny into their own hands serves as an introduction to a new way 
of doing conservation. For, truth be told, the U.S. Forest Service (USFS) was not involved in this immense conservation effort. 
Indeed, the only entity from the federal government that did play a vital role was the Natural Resources Conservation Service 
(NRCS). This agency has always worked with private landowners; its employees have learned that to be successful one must 
focus on listening and show due respect. There is little room for a top-down approach when working with private landowners 
who control approximately two-thirds of our country. The USFS, on the other hand, has traditionally taken a top-down, almost 
militaristic approach to managing its public land; an approach that doesn’t resonate well with Americans.  

Today, watersheds across the country are increasingly self-organizing; with citizen-based groups coming together and finding 
ways to make where they live, work, play, and worship healthier, both conserving land and water but also strengthening econo-
mies (Knight and White 2009). Is this Balkanization of the U.S. a long-term trend? No one is sure, but one thing seems appar-
ent: watershed-based conservation is the approach that meets with the greatest buy-in and success, while the traditional federal 
and state approach of top-down control languishes. 

Rick Knight is a professor of  wildlife conservation at Colorado State University in Fort Collins, CO 
and a member of  Diablo Trust’s Board of  Directors 
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• The group is involved with a number of efforts aimed at making the protection of endangered species in the area more 

compatible with our rural livelihoods. In place is an area-wide Habitat Conservation Plan and the group manages a Safe 
Harbor Agreement for the Chiricahua leopard frog. We also administer a private fund to benefit jaguars. Jaguars have been 
photographed twice in the area over a ten year period. 

• Working with the Rocky Mountain Research Station, the Desert Laboratory, the Jornada Experimental Station, and other 
institutions and individual scientists has helped the group involve the very best available science in whatever we do.  Each 
year we host a Science Conference and we are advised by a committee of scientists; and we support a Science Coordinator 
position.  

In conclusion; the success of this effort, so far, has resulted from the local community, the landowners, being the drivers.  The 
participation in this effort is voluntary for everyone involved.  The enthusiasm, support, and participation has exceeded our 
expectations and has resulted in some wonderful conservation.

The Diablo Trust was founded at approximately the same time as the Malpai Group.  While there are differences between the 
two groups, both were founded by ranchers and are based on reaching out to potential partners and using good science. Both 
also have a long list of substantive conservation accomplishments to show for their efforts.  At the February Annual Meeting of 
the Diablo Trust, two other collaborative groups were featured as well. Both have used the Malpai Borderlands Group and the 
Diablo Trust as guides to chart their own courses, as have a number of other groups in the West and in the rangelands of other 
countries.  This is now a proven path to effective conservation.  Our challenge is to help make this the preferred path to conser-
vation in the eyes of policy-makers and the public at large.     

Bill McDonald is the Executive Director of  the Malpai Borderlands Group and fifth generation rancher in southeast Arizona

Malpai Borderlands Group (cont’d from page 7)

Money Matters & Your Support Will Make a Difference
Please check out our “One Dollar Per Acre” fundraising video at www.diablotrust.org



Altar Valley Conservation Alliance
By Tom Sheridan and Mary Miller

Reprinted with the permission of  Courtney White, Executive Director, Quivira Coalition

To view this article in its entirety, please go to http://www.diablotrust.org/news_articles.htm

       Page 10             Ground Truth — Spring 2011                              



eanwhile, back at the Ranch...
Well let’s see where to start.  As you all know we did not 
have the best of winters; but compared to other places in the 
state we, at Flying M, were blessed with fair snow.  We had 
enough to run lots of water on the west side of Anderson 
Mesa, in the pines, and on the east side we had enough to 
grow lots of feed; but unfortunately we did not run any water 
into stock tanks.  Those tanks have some water from last year 
so we will have to make do with that. Both the Anderson and  
Kinnikinick ditch systems ran for a long period and we were 
able to put water in twenty tanks in the winter country that 
were either dry or very close to it,  plus, we ended up with 
Kinnikinick and Morton Lake full - insurance for this fall 
or spring 2012.  The early folks in this area did a great thing 
by putting those ditches in, without them there would be no 
stock or wildlife water on a big chunk of this country.  Pump-
ing wells with diesel just can’t hold a candle to snowmelt with 
water traveling more than twenty-five miles from where it fell 
to farthest tank!  Thank God, and Caterpillar!

Our cattle did fairly well, even with that really cold period 
where I think their water consumption dropped by 70%, 
not too good for a cow.  We had to chop some pretty thick 
ice for awhile.  Calving also started in the first of February 
and some didn’t make it due to the cold.  Since our calving 
“barn” is the backside of a cedar tree, or worse a chamise 
bush, those types of storms and temperatures are pretty 
hard on newborns. There are lots of calves now and they’ll 
be going up the mountain in a month, so spring work is fast 
approaching.  That means the barbed wire season has arrived 
and compared to last spring’s fence rebuilding this year ought 
to be a piece of cake.  If the wind will just stop dropping 
trees on the fence... actually the wind could stop for a lot of 
reasons, sixty-fve miles per hour here on April 8th, it really 
can suck the moisture out of the ground. Snow the next day 
helped make up for it, more than twelve inches at Ashurst 
Run and six inches here at Headquarters.  

Green feed coming in the winter country up near the rim and 
the farther out east you go the drier it is. The winter range 
will take awhile to turn green, or “green up,” so we’ll have to 
wait for the summer rainy season to see much volume grown 
other than deep rooted browse plants. We just finished the 
Forage Resource Study Group (FRSG) utilization monitoring; 
we had four inches of precip near the rim and six miles away 
it was an inch an a half.  Carrie Cultra, Norm Lowe, Shai 
Shendel and Devon Mihalik came out for a day.  Nice to 
have some new eyes looking at the ground with us.  It’s also 
a good way for folks from Diablo Trust to see some country 
that we can’t normally get our Day on the Land group to.  
Would be great to have more DTers come on those monitor-
ing days if possible. We go three times a year: March, June, 
and October.  That way we catch both spring and summer 
growing seasons and we can see what livestock and/or wildlife 

are eating and how much during the year.
We are gearing up to put in three NRCS pipeline projects 
this summer and do some brush work above Anderson 
Spring to enhance the spring flow.  One pipeline will serve 
both Flying M and Bar T Bar down near Chavez Pass; one 
will be to add primarily antelope water in one of their travel 
corridors out from a cell pasture center.  The third will be 
to provide water in the back of four pastures, a location that 
we currently haul water to on a “fine” ranch road.  Brush 
work combined with additional waters should help distribute 
livestock and wildlife to make the project even better for the 
whole area.     

The greenhouse is up and running and we will be marketing 
local fresh vegetables again this year.  What a steep learn-
ing curve that has been!  Slowly we are going from dirt with 
rocks to soil and organic matter.  We can actually run a tiller 
this year and not work all of it by hand, and the wind has 
not blown the buildings down yet.  With these vegetables it 
seems like you always have too little of one thing and way too 
much of the other. We can always sell one more truck load 
of calves, but that is not the case with squash. Just how do you 
spell zucchini?  Have to get that one right so you can leave a 
note on your neighbor’s porch when you leave a box of it for 
them.  We are excited to stay involved with the Flagstaff CSA 
where we have beef and vegetables and also to be part of the 
Flagstaff Community Market.  Ellen Parish will be at the Mar-
ket again this summer selling beef and we will have vegetables 
this year as well. So, come on down Sundays and we’ll see if 
we can set you up with some beef stir-fry supplies. Local cold 
storage is still a problem for our beef and we are looking into 
a walk-in freezer large enough to hold both Flying M and Bar 
T Bar beef in semi-load quantities.    

We’re looking forward to a busy summer, good rains, 
good friends, and hanging out for another season back here 
on the ranch. 
   - Kit Metzger, Flying M  
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Kit Metzger



Upcoming Diablo Trust Events

Saturday, May 21  - Diablo Trust Day on the Land -  This year we will be heading to the Bar T Bar Ranch Summer  
  Headquarters at Hay Lake, checking out brush work that has been done on Anderson Mesa and   
  the effects of the 2010 tornado. For directions and more information, please call the office at (928)523-0588.

Friday,  June 10 -  Diablo Trust Project Committee Meetings -  10:30 - Noon, Coconino County Human Resources  
  Building, 420 N. San Francisco St. Interested in Solar Wells Systems or Noxious Weed work?   
  Please join us as we come up with collaborative, sustainable and economically viable solutions to   
  these issues.

Sat/Sun, June 11 & 12 - Flagstaff Food and Wine Festival - Located at the Pine Mountain Amphitheater, 
  “A Celebration of Regional Wines and Local Foods” For more information, please visit: 
  www.flagstaffwinefest.com   

Friday, July 15 - Diablo Trust Monthly Meeting  
  10:30 - Noon, location and agenda to be announced

Sunday, May 29th - October 9th - Flagstaff Community Market  
  8:00 a.m. - Noon, Flagstaff City Hall, West parking lot
 

Please visit our website, http://www.diablotrust.org, for details and further information on future events, also check us out 
on Facebook http://www.facebook.com/diablotrust
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