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De Baca County Site of Major Range Improvement Project


Albuquerque, NM - Healthy rangeland helps Fort Sumner's economy, and a recent rangeland improvement project in the area holds the promise of more water and better forage for livestock and wildlife.  Major brush treatment was completed last week on 11,657 acres of rangeland in De Baca County.  The $770,000 project was co-sponsored by the De Baca Soil and Water Conservation District and United States Department of Agriculture, Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS).


The De Baca Soil and Water Conservation District, chaired by Mark McCollum, secured up to $385,000 in funding from the State Water Trust Board to match $250,250 from NRCS and $134,750 from area ranchers to treat land that is infested with mesquite.  

"By removing the mesquite, watersheds adjacent to the Pecos River will benefit from more available water," said Don Ashby, NRCS rangeland management specialist.  "After treatment, the competition for water by this invasive woody plant will decrease, enabling the soil moisture to increase and produce more desirable forage.  More available soil moisture means more vegetation production."

Aerial spraying of 11,657 acres of mesquite began on the project area July 5 and was completed July 15.  Another 1,375 acres were mechanically removed by grubbing the mesquite.  There is still grubbing and hand application of chemicals to be completed.

Mesquite control was needed to produce more diversified grasses and forbs for wildlife and livestock.  This control required a carefully managed project according to Ashby.  First, Ashby along with D'Llaynn Bruce, NRCS rangeland management specialist, identified the acres to be treated.  The mesquite needed to be in the right growth stage, soil temperatures needed to be right, and they needed to make sure there was not any insect damage before treatment.  If grasshoppers consumed the leaves, for example, there would be no leaves for the mesquite to take in the chemical.  The application needed to be in the right time frame to coincide when the mesquite was taking in nutrients.  Finally it was necessary to determine the gallon mix based on each treatment area.

Signs of success are already showing in the countryside.

"Already the mesquite is showing signs of dying" Ashby said.  "It is turning yellow and leaves are falling off."

At a time when New Mexico is crying for water, the treatment of areas covered with invasive brush is essential.  Land cleared of mesquite and juniper will replenish springs and waterways, and produce healthier grasslands that in turn will help communities to prosper.

"It was well worth the time and effort when done," Ashby said.

For addition information about this project or other conservation opportunities, contact Tom Marshall, NRCS District Conservationist at (505)355-2448.
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