Open Letter to Supervisor Kathleen Gomez Bisbee Observer 14 August 2025)
Sorry to be so long replying to your email re my comments re the Board’s anti-wolf resolution.

Your email begins by noting that you felt “compelled to provide context that may not be widely
understood outside our [i.e., the ranching] community.” However, the contexts you offer are
apparently contrary to fact.

For instance, you say that “these wolves were not historically resident in this area,” but it is
incontrovertible fact documented in a number of respected scientific studies that the Mexican
wolf is native to Cochise County. In particular, I suggest you look at David E. Brown’s The Wolf
in the Southwest: The Making of an Endangered Species (University of Arizona Press), which
makes clear that wolves lived here until they were brought to the point of extinction (as they
were throughout the Southwest) due to various national and local extermination campaigns, not
unlike those now being supported by the Supervisors’ recent resolution.

You suggest that there was not “a proper prey base analysis” prior to wolf reintroduction in
Cochise County. However, the October 1992 paper published by Arizona Department of Game
and Fish (Tech Report 23, “Summary of Information on Four Potential Mexican Wolf
Reintroduction Areas in Arizona) documented that available prey were more than adequate. Of
course, the decades-long drought since then may have reduced the number of deer and other wild
animals, as it has, to some extent, the number of cattle (losses that, as you surely must be aware,
have been compensated for with several tens of thousands of dollars given to county ranchers in
the form of federal grants). But the fact remains that the wolves were here before cattle and that
when their prey is limited their habit is not to move to different territory but simply to expand
their home range to include sufficient food.

You say that “The cattle industry has been central to the culture, economy, and livelihood of
Cochise County residents for over 200 years.” Maybe you refer to Mexican haciendas before the
Gadsden Purchase? Reliable sources say that the first "American" cattle ranch in Arizona was
the El Bonito, established in Greenlee County in 1872, and that the earliest ranches in Cochise
Co. were established in the 1880s and 1890s.

It’s worth noting that one of those, the Slaughter Ranch, is well documented to have been
responsible for a degree of environmental destruction, mainly from overstocking and
overgrazing, almost unimaginable for most people today, even knowing that much of the
rangeland erosion and deterioration in the county today can be traced back to those days of
unregulated open range ranching.

You speak of the industry's "stewardship". We can agree that some ranchers deserve to be called
good stewards. But historically, much if not most of the purported stewardship is undertaken not
to preserve or live with the natural environment, but to convert it to unnatural cattle friendly
conditions; and much of what gets called stewardship is accomplished only due to the incentive
of government grants allocated for the purpose of protecting public lands from the destructive
potential of the cattle industry itself.



In further regard to context, you say that the cattle industry supports “thousands of families”
here. You may have figures to support that statement, but it seems at least questionable since the
total number of ranches is somewhat less than 350 and fewer year by year.

Moving beyond context, you ask in closing, “If this vital industry is to be challenged or replaced,
I believe it is only fair to ask: what viable alternatives do you propose that would allow families
who have lived and worked here since the 1890s to continue earning a living?”

Although I wonder why such a robust industry, as you portray it, should be threatened with
extinction (an interesting word in this context) merely by being challenged, in regard to the
“replaced” option, I don’t expect that to happen anytime soon, and I’'m not aware of any efforts
by individuals or groups to make that happen. Frankly, it seems to me merely a figment of
paranoia (not unlike some people seeing ravenous vicious wolves everywhere). Maybe
understandable, given the jittery state of our disunion, the realities of climate change and the
more or less imminent demise of the cattle industry in the arid west (as reported by USDA,
which has repeatedly described it as a dying industry), a prediction reinforced by the flight from
the county of ranch family children.

The main call from people who advocate for recovery of the Mexican wolf is not for extinction
of the cattle industry or ranching lifestyle, but for coexistence, a recognition of the rights of
nature; instead of ecological dominance by a subsidized industry, an active effort to coexist (and
even co-thrive) with native flora and fauna. How many ranchers in the county, I wonder, have
taken recommended and available non-lethal measures to allow their livestock to coexist with
wolves and other top predators? Certainly not most of the ranchers who have complained to the
Supervisors about, or received compensations for, wolf depredations.

A taxpaying citizen may or may not eat beef, may or may not have sympathy for the ranchers'
lifestyle and plight; may or may not wax nostalgic for the historic role of the cowboy and
traditional ranch wife. But in any case, the citizen likely will, in adherence to the American free
enterprise ethic, expect any industry to operate within ecological parameters without disrupting
or desecrating public property, to work on equal footing in the marketplace without depending
on constant substantial taxpayer handouts. If the beef industry were to live up to those
conventional standards, it would receive far fewer complaints from the general public, including
those your fellows label environmentalists.

As for alternatives, I'm not an economist, but it seems likely to me that one of the first things the
industry must do, as other industries have had to do, is downsize and diversify. On our public
lands and many private lands, there are too many cattle to be sustainable either ecologically or
economically. Continual extravagant subsidies are no more sustainable than the ongoing massive
extraction of water and other resources from the natural environment. This suggests that the
industry should also take note of the fact that growth forever, even with spurts like new border
ports of entry and slaughterhouses, is not sustainable.

It’s obvious to most people these days that cotton, multi-harvest hay crops, vast nut tree
plantations, and the like are not sustainable in rain-dependent basins like the Sulphur Springs
Valley. Low water use crops may be. Subsidized beef production may no longer be feasible, but



eco-tourism may be. I also note that for decades the most viable alternative for the ranching
industry has been real estate, an investment option richly at play over the past few years in the
lively transfer of properties in the vicinity of Highway 191.

It’s never easy to see one’s heritage and way of life become outdated. My experience includes
seeing the thriving industrial city [ was raised in become just another rust belt derelict and seeing
my own letterpress printing business made obsolete by digital high-tech. And of course, all of us
who live in the Sulphur Springs Valley witnessed the antiquated Douglas smelter succumb to
economic demands of new, less environmentally-damaging technology. Grief for loss of
livelihoods and other good parts of the past are among the less pleasant parts of life. I can
sympathize with your distress at the passing of the livestock industry and ranching lifestyle but
can’t answer your question on how to stop or cope with the inevitable.



