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SECTION I – DESCRIPTION OF THE
BUSINESS AND STEWARDSHIP PRACTICES
Is it possible to take an
abused and run-down ranch
in the desert and return it
to a healthy state – economically and environmentally? Is it possible to convince the public that having
stewards on the land is
important? Is it possible for
ranchers to forge rewarding
John and Joan Murphy
collaborative relationships
with federal and state agencies? These have been, and continue to be, our goals and our challenges.
Finding solutions to these challenges has been our reward.

Nature of the Business
The O X Ranch is a desert ranch consisting of 65,000 acres of private, BLM,
and Arizona State Trust land located 80 miles northwest of Phoenix, Arizona. The ranch also leases a 30,000 acre summer grazing allotment on the
Coconino National Forest south of Flagstaff, Arizona. It is a cow/calf operation with 650 black angus/ hereford/ brahma cross cows, using angus bulls
of diverse genetic base. Operating in harsh desert conditions, our goal is to
produce a smaller frame animal needing less forage to sustain itself, the
ability to thrive in high temperatures, calve unassisted on the open range,
and the genetic potential to grade choice or prime at the packers.
Proposed Three-Year Pasture Rotation Plan
Pasture 1
Pasture 2

Herd A

Pasture 3
Pasture 4
Pasture 5

Herd B

Pasture 6
Pasture 7
Pasture 8

Herd C

Pasture 9
Pasture 10
Pasture 11
Pasture 12
Pastures 13-15
Flagstaff
Pastures

Hilltop view of OX Ranch Headquarters

Herd D

fields, an orchard, and power a turbine. A
There are 16 large desert pastures, and
shallow water table eliminates the
19 smaller ones - the cows being divided
need for deep wells. The sun shines
into four different herds (see diagram
most days, powers solar pumps, and a
above), each rotating through four paslarge solar array at the headquarters.
tures annually to minimize impact, rest
Although hot in the summer, the abunthe plants, and maximize plant productivdant sunshine assures 7-8 cuttings of
ity. This rotation is constantly adjusted as
alfalfa annually and allows year around
weather and forage conditions dictate.
grazing in the pastures with few
The cows are range bred in November and
health
issues for the cattle.
December, and calve in September after
The sales of landscape boulders not
the worst of the summer heat. Calves are
only provides supplemental income, but
weaned in June, and shipped to the forest
enable the residents of Phoenix and
allotment for five months. In October,
Scottsdale to conserve water by replacing
steers are sent to the feedlot where we
lawns with attractive desert landscaping.
Typical terrain and vegetation
retain ownership, and are then sold on
the grid. Some heifers are kept as reOn site promotion of grass-fed
placements, and the rest are sold to other producers.
beef during “ranch days” will
The farm is comprised of 120 acres divided into 15 flood irrigated fields
allow customers from the nearby
planted with alfalfa, bermuda, and a winter pasture mix, and utilized as
urban center to experience our
needed by different groups of cattle. Currently we are adding a new proremote location, clear skies,
gram selling grass-fed beef directly to consumers over the internet. As the
and pristine beauty. Wind
program progresses, those animals will be finished on these fields.
generation on mountain ridges is
Animal health is a primary focus. The ranch has been an active participant being evaluated.
in the Beef Quality Assurance Program Level III for 8 years, and is registered with Premise ID, and the National Animal Identification System.

History of the Business

The history of the O X Ranch itself is interesting. As numerous petroglyphs
attest, native Americans camped by the water at the ranch headquarters.
During the mid-1800’s gold miners and settlers were beginning to venture
into the lawless Arizona Territory and the principal wagon trail from California passed through what is now the O X Ranch Headquarters. With constant risk of Indian attacks, and many massacres in the area, the U.S.
Army built Camp Date Creek near the current headquarters to protect travelers. The ranch provided food for the soldiers, and feed for their horses
and mules. We have worked with the Yavapai Trails Association to identify
these trails.

Irrigated farm fields

Natural Resources that Provide Income
Our natural resources are critical to the operation and provide tremendous
economic benefit. The primary source of income is the sale of cattle raised
on the native grass, forbs, and browse that grow on the desert and in
the pine forests of Northern Arizona. The changes in elevation provide a
tremendous diversity of vegetation containing high levels of protein
that matures at different times of the year. Mesquites produce
beans between the winter annuals and summer perennials and provide
excellent nutrition.
Focusing on sustainability, the O X tries to optimize the value of the natural resources. Billingsley Spring flows at 500-1000 gallons per minute –
an incredibly unique asset for a desert ranch, making it possible to irrigate

Manager Pat Browning and John Murphy
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The O X has had a series
of owners over the years.
It was acquired by the
Murphys 18 years ago,
five years after the bank

had foreclosed on the
property, so there had
been little management
and it had been allowed to
fall into a terrible state of
disrepair. Since then the
barn has been re-roofed,
three homes restored and Domestic Water System—Before and After
two new ones constructed,
fencing added or repaired, new corrals built, extensive water systems installed, and hundreds of trees planted, including an orchard providing fruit
for the ranch families and the potential for sales.
With a recent purchase of an adjacent
Arizona State Trust
Land grazing lease
on 20,000 acres, the
ranch now consists
of 53,000 acres
leased from the

A joshua tree forest adds beauty to the desert

soils, and the flooding of creeks, tearing out riparian vegetation to
heights of 5-7 feet. As is natural in desert ecosystems, however, this
process results in new native plants germinating in the streambeds.
The riparian areas contain cottonwood/willow vegetation with native
grasses and shrubs adapted to sand, flooding, and intermittent water.
Vegetation on the uplands consists of a wide variety of plant species,
including numerous types of cactus, desert browse, annual and perennial
grasses and forbs that emerge at various times, depending on the season,
elevation, temperature, and the timing and amount of rainfall received.
Wildlife includes mountain lion, deer, javelina, fox, coyote, bobcat, racoon,
skunk, beaver, gila monsters, rattlesnakes, and birds of all kinds – turkey, quail, blue heron, raptors, owls, and waterfowl. Members of the
Prescott Audubon Society have recorded over 180 bird species on site. It
is an important resting spot during annual bird migrations.
The summer grazing lease in the Coconino National Forest, at an elevation
of 7000’, is comprised of 30,000 acres of ponderosa pine forest with native grasses. Annual rainfall of 23 inches plus snow-melt fills dirt tanks
for the cattle and wildlife. At least one pasture is rested each year to
assure a sustainable and vigorous plant community.

Arizona State Land Department, 4000 acres leased
from adjoining landowners, 7000 deeded acres,
and 1400 acres of BLM
lease land.
Headquarters view—Before and After

Ecological Description of the Land
The O X Ranch is located in rugged high desert terrain. Elevations range
from 3000 to 6000 feet. The varied land configurations include gently rolling desert, rocky hills with numerous outcroppings of large boulders, and
steep rugged mountains. Soils are thin and composed primarily of decomposed granite. Temperatures range from a low of 15 degrees with an occasional dusting of snow, to 115 degrees in the summer.
Rainfall averages 13 inches a year, but the ranch is currently experiencing
a 12-year drought with no relief predicted. Half of the annual rainfall is
received during the winter, the rest during the summer monsoon season. A
large spring and 3 perennial creeks flow through the ranch. Rain sometimes
arrives as a downpour of short duration that can cause erosion of fragile

Summer grazing in the high country
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Organizational Partnerships in Environmental Efforts

Resource Management Accomplishments:
In addition to the collaborative resource management projects on the left,
and detailed in subsequent sections, the ranch has:

Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) – EQIP Programs
• Design & engineering assistance on farm fields for water conservation.
• Replaced open ditches with underground pipelines to conserve water.
• Eradicated Invasive species in Date and Martinez Creeks riparian areas.
• Built erosion control projects on desert pastures to retain soils.
• Fenced 3 riparian areas to allow controlled grazing.
• Wells drilled, water lines and drinkers installed in collaboration with
Forest Service on summer lease.
• Built diversion dam on Billingsley Creek to capture floodwaters for
irrigation.
• Placed solar pumps on desert wells to assure reliable water for cattle and
wildlife.
• Installed pipelines and drinkers to spread range impact and conserve
water by reducing the number of earthen tanks.
• Planted native seeds in mountain meadow to assess restoration
potential.

1. Laser leveled several irrigated fields to reduce water usage.

Arizona Game & Fish Department
• Beaver reintroduction to capture water and encourage native forage.
• Fenced Date Creek riparian area to facilitate and monitor dormant season
grazing.
• Constructed elk fence to reduce elk impact and restore damaged mountain meadow.
• Built raptor perches to help control rodent population in farm fields.
• Developed uplands water sources above Date Creek.

Laser leveled fields

2. Cleaned/enlarged a 12 acre lake and stocked with several fish species.
3. Built a second lake to capture and retain flood-waters and provide
additional waterfowl habitat.
4. Raised dam at spring to increase hydropower and irrigation efficiency.
5. Planted several hundred trees creating natural areas adjacent to fields
for bird habitat as well as shade and bedding grounds for cattle.
6. Utilized chemical treatment of mesquite infested farm fields to restore
productivity.
7. Built four smaller sets of working corrals to gather and process cattle
in different sections of the ranch for greater efficiency and to reduce
animal stress.
8. Planted an experimental orchard to identify tree varieties most suitable to the area should a commercial orchard ever be planted.

U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service -Partners for Fish & Wildlife Program
• Tree planting project around lake for migrating and resident birds.
• Experimental introduction of native plant species to assess viability.
• Fencing of Billingsley Spring riparian area and provided upland water
facilities.
U.S. Forest Service
• Invasive species eradication project on Forest Service land.
• Installed fencing and cattle guards to control cattle movements.
• Built earthen water storage tanks to spread use of forage.
Arizona State Land Department
• Consulted on NRCS restoration projects on state lands.
• Worked to protect Camp Date Creek military site from vandalism.
• Worked to assure easy public access for hunting and recreation.

University of Arizona and U. of A. Extension Service
Annual range monitoring program.
Ultrasound testing of animals to ascertain ribeye size.
Ranch to Rail Program to assess carcass traits.
DNA and carcass analysis program to determine bull fertility and identity
of sires and dams producing best feeding efficiency and carcasses.
• Beef Quality Assurance Program – Level III
•
•
•
•

Prescott Audubon Society
• Project to inventory bird population.
Experimental fruit orchard
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irrigated on demand through a
system of pipes and valves.
Drip irrigation for trees and
shrubs at the headquarters
minimizes water use. Solar
powered pumps on all wells fill
cattle drinkers located
throughout the ranch to promote better utilization of the
forage by cattle, and enabling
wildlife to subsist even during
extended periods of drought.
Over twenty miles of poly pipe
and numerous storage tanks
and drinkers have been added
in the last few years. Including
the perennial streams and
earthen reservoirs, the ranch The dam was raised at the spring to enhance irrigation system and riparian health
now has more than 250
watering sites.

Stewardship and Business Goals
The O X Ranch stewardship and business goals are intertwined. Continually improving the health of the range is our first goal, and critical to the
economic viability of the ranch. Always looking ahead and having management strategies previously analyzed and readily available, enables us
to adjust immediately to climatic and market fluctuations. Attempting to
maintain an awareness of scientific advances and new ideas, makes ranching challenging and fun.
Specific environmental goals for this year include the continuation of efforts to spread grazing use over a larger area in order to increase our
reserve of forage and minimize the impact of drought conditions. We are
fencing 5 miles of the railroad allowing access to 3000 acres of additional
forage, as well as enabling better management of an adjacent riparian
area. We plan to develop a watering system for three non-irrigated fields
for the same reason, and will be adding additional water facilities to
desert areas currently under-utilized.

Wildlife

We enjoy the many varieties of wildlife, and love seeing our winter flock
of Canada geese fly overhead several times daily. The geese, as well as
our deer herd, are seen in the alfalfa fields regularly. Both lakes attract
waterfowl year around, and a pair of blue heron have taken up residence.
All the watering facilities on the ranch have access for wildlife in compliance with NRCS specifications for all kinds of desert dwellers. All new cross
fencing is wildlife friendly with smooth lower wires. Quail nesting habitat
was created by piling up vegetation removed from the fields, offering
protection from predators. An island was constructed in the lake to promote safety for ground nesting waterfowl.
Many trees have been planted for birds, and provide a continuous route
from the lake, along the fields, and on down through the riparian area. As
recommended by the U.S Fish & Wildlife Service, this assures connectivity
of habitat – an important aspect for birds. Audubon Arizona, in their state
publication, recently identified 5 Arizona birds whose numbers have declined from 63%-93% due to loss of habitat and development. Maintaining
ranchlands was cited as an important way to counteract this trend.

Pat Browning, manager, working with
Bob Adams and Kresta Faaborg from NRCS

Working on two streambeds with Bob Adams, NRCS, we are continuing our
assault on the invasive tree species, Tamarisk, by removing them and
spraying the cut portion with an herbicide. Wrestling with a problem of
tules (a type of bullrush) overwhelming the lake, we plan this summer,
when the plants are most susceptible, to begin a herbicide treatment not
harmful to fish or irrigated fields, as recommended by consultants.

Specific Innovative Stewardship Practices
The management team thrives on the pursuit of new and better ways to
achieve the goals of the ranch. Although some of these are briefly listed in
previous sections, additional detail may be helpful.
Water Systems

Water is key to survival in the desert. Replacing open ditches with underground irrigation lines, dividing the farm land into smaller fields to get
water coverage more quickly, laser leveling, and more efficient management practices have all contributed to a substantial reduction in water
consumption. A second lake that accommodates excess runoff was built
for additional irrigation water storage. The fields and orchard are flood

Constructed quail habitats
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7. No public utilities are available at the summer headquarters. A metal
roof was designed to collect rainwater in a 3000 gallon storage tank,
and the entire ranch house, including the water pump delivering the
stored water, is powered by a photovoltaic solar system equipped
with batteries. Although this home is plumbed with conventional
toilets, use of an outhouse reduces water consumption.

Energy

In an attempt to conserve energy, the ranch has done the following:
1. The water conservation projects above have allowed us to reduce
purchased power costs for irrigation pumps by approximately 75%
during the last several years – even during drought conditions.
2. A turbine was installed on the new water line from the spring to the
lake to take advantage of the hydropower created by a 50’ drop in
elevation. A centrifugal water pump run backwards was determined
to be almost as efficient and less expensive as a turbine designed for
this purpose. The system worked beautifully and pumped 125 gpm.
However, it was undersized for the volume of water available, and
we are evaluating the options to more fully harness this power
source.
3. The water from the spring to the lake maintains a constant temperature. To substantially reduce the cost of air conditioning the ranch
manager’s home, a portion of this water was circulated through the
refrigeration unit as a heat sink.
4. A large photovoltaic solar system has been installed at the ranch
headquarters. Often faced with power outages, this assures that food
loss in refrigerators and freezers will not result. It also reduces the
consumption of power generated by coal fired power plants. Surplus
power is sold back to the power company.

Introduced beaver creating beneficial natural ponds
Riparian health

Rejuvenation of a degraded river bed was accomplished with the help of
the Arizona Game & Fish Department through the Arizona Heritage Fund
set up to promote environmental improvement projects. The area was
fenced to control cattle, a well and drinker with solar powered pump were
placed on the uplands, and beaver were re-introduced to the stream,
allowing a more historically typical environment to evolve with beaver
ponds and native riparian vegetation. This raised the water table and
thousands of new cottonwood and willow trees now grow one mile further
upstream. Selected trees were wired to protect stands of mature trees
from beaver, and to help maintain the existing course of the riverbed. A
prescribed dormant season grazing and monitoring program was a part of
the program, and photographs were taken twice a year to track the
progress.

3500 watt solar On-Grid/Off-Grid system to address unreliable power

5. In order to eliminate the expense of refrigerating the enclosure for
the solar system’s electronic equipment, an earth sheltered building,
similar to a root cellar, was constructed and is cooled by air drawn
through a long underground tunnel.
6. The rough roads and distances traveled are hard on vehicles. To conserve energy and reduce expenses, two of the employees have been
moved closer to their main areas of responsibility. Large storage
tanks of diesel and gasoline are maintained at the headquarters,
along with replacement wheels and tires, hardware and other parts
and equipment needed for repairs. This all eliminates many trips to
town. Quads provide transportation at the headquarters, and one
truck was retrofitted for propane.

New cottonwoods growing upstream as a result of raised water table
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sight, but was accomplished successfully, with some cows even having two
calves in one year. After implementation, however, it was determined to
be too stressful for cows lactating during the summer heat, and had a
negative impact on the forage. We have returned to one breeding season.
To increase the amount of natural nitrogen in the irrigated fields for the
grass-fed program, we have identified, and are planting nitrogen-fixing
plants that will grow during the winter months, when the bermuda and
other summer grasses are dormant.
A fish farming operation is being evaluated to utilize the constant temperature and purity of the spring water, thus enabling us to utilize the
waste to fertilize our fields, and potentially provide another income
source.

Computerized programs

Jay Murphy has designed and developed a number of computer programs
to help analyze our management practices, options and progress. This
technology has also been used to organize the accounting system, water
rights records, monitoring data, conception rates and carcass quality.

Manure handling and application

The manure collected from the corrals is spread on the farm fields. In our
dry climate, manure from grazing animals in pastures and fields dries
quickly and is absorbed into the soil, eliminating the risk of water contamination.

SECTION II - LEADERSHIP IN
CONSERVATION

Custom-made cattle tracking and pasture usage computer program

Leadership Activities to Improve Stewardship

This map of the ranch is used to track the cattle moves between pastures
(or fields or corrals) on the computer. As moves are made, the manager
drags the arrow from the previous pasture to the new pasture, and enters
the type and number of animals moved. The program instantly shows the
new inventory in each pasture. Animal unit days for any pasture or field
during any period, as well as concurrent rain data can also be accessed
immediately – a useful management tool for future planning.

John Murphy, a retired lawyer, drafted legislation for the Arizona Cattle
Growers Association which was enacted by the Arizona Legislature and
resolved a serious threat to the cattle industry. He received the Association’s “Top Wrangler Award” for this achievement.
John serves on the Yavapai County Cattle Growers Board of Directors and
the Arizona Cattle Growers Research and Education Foundation. He has
also collaborated with his wife, Joan, planning educational trips in Arizona
for environmental and other urban based groups to demonstrate the value
of cattle on the land.
Joan Murphy was Education Chairman of both the Arizona and Yavapai
County Cattle Growers Associations in the mid-1990’s. She exposed both
cattlemen and the public to issues surrounding open space, endangered
species, riparian management and the environmental benefits of cattle
grazing, at a time of great animosity between ranchers and environmental

Experiments

The ranch is always looking for innovative ways to manage the cattle and
the land, although not all experiments are successful. Recently, eighty
head of cattle of mixed ages and sex were rotated for 9 months through
the 15 irrigated fields, and their health, gain, and body condition scores
were compared with similar groups located on the desert pastures. Surprisingly, the desert pastured cattle had slicker coats and were healthier.
In another experiment to provide a more constant supply of grass-fed beef
and to better utilize our bulls, we divided the cow herd into two breeding
cycles. The following chart was produced to track the herds and evaluate
the various options within the plan. This change required intensive overGraph of two breeding cycles experiment

Joan questioning Congressman Earl Blumenauer (D-OR) in Washington
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Joan currently serves on the Board of Directors of the Student Conservation Association, a national non-profit organization that places youth in
work projects in national parks and on public lands

groups. Programs for the Arizona Cattle Grower’s Convention included
speakers from American Rivers, The Nature Conservancy, and a Washington DC representative from the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, all of whom
shared “the other side” of contentious issues. She also received the Cattlemen’s Association’s “ Top Wrangler Award” for her efforts in education.
Joan served for 10 years on both the Conservation and National Affairs &
Legislation Committees of The Garden Club of America (GCA), a 17,000
member national umbrella organization to which 295 garden clubs belong.
These committees follow national environmental legislation, much of which
impacts the cattle industry. She wrote quarterly reports on western land
issues, and as Chairman of the National Affairs & Legislation Committee
for two years, planned meetings in Washington, DC for 250 conservation
advocates. Speakers included Senators, Congressmen, administration leaders, and national environmental groups. This gave Joan a forum to explain
the concerns of those on the land and the possible harmful unintended
consequences of proposed legislation on the environment. She also spoke
to groups in 15 states regarding conservation issues. She received the GCA
Zone 12 Conservation Award.
The Murphys have led several multi-day educational trips in Arizona each for 50-70 people involved in environmental issues. They traveled to
numerous sites, and arranged for more than 40 local and nationally recognized speakers on each trip presenting both sides of the issues. All of

Cooperative research, education, government
programs that promote stewardship
NRCS, with the technical expertise and financial assistance available
through the EQIP program of the Farm Bill, has worked extensively to help

Cattle and wildlife water facility made possible with EQIP program

us accomplish numerous beneficial improvements for the environment as
previously listed. Much of this progress could not have been achieved
without NRCS help.

Explaining how estate taxes can destroy family ranches

these trips included visits to ranches and the opportunity to gain an understanding and appreciation for challenges confronting the cattle industry. A
1996 trip educated 70 eastern environmentalists whose mindset was, “No
grazing on public lands!” After five intense days, the group members
asked, “How can we help ranchers stay on the land?” It was an incredible
shift in thinking, and demonstrated the value of educating the public.

Erosion being gradually slowed.

The erosion on the desert was of great concern, and seemed
uncontrollable due to past grazing practices and highway culverts that
concentrated surface runoff. Bob Adams has enthusiastically encouraged
us to join with NRCS in erecting small fence structures to slow down the
water and catch the soil. These seem to be making a difference, as shown
in the accompanying photo. There are now areas where the soil has
backed up, and flooding has been minimized. New technology will make
this effort more practical and easier to install in the future.
Showing environmentalists how cattle can vegetate sterile mine tailings.
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In the same area, but against the base of the mountains, an NRCS engineer
shared his expertise on the potential design of earthen retention basins
that would catch the water runoff and then release it slowly on the desert
below. We hope to implement this project soon.
As we visit with other producers, we often hear that the programs offered
by NRCS are invaluable to the livestock industry throughout the country.
This has certainly been our experience as we all strive to improve both
public and private lands.
Also of great value has been the “Partners for Fish & Wildlife” a program
administered by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. Implemented in 1995, it
enabled the planting of over 100 trees around one of the lakes along with

John Murphy and Bob Lamb—Department of Interior, Washington, DC
inspecting the Partners Project

a water bubbler system to help the trees get a good start. The trees provide shelter for both migrating and resident bird populations. These trees,
as mentioned above, are part of a continuous corridor of trees from the
lake to the riparian area. The trees shade the water, provide a windbreak,
create habitat for all sorts of small desert critters and insects, and add
beauty to the area.
The ranch has cooperated with Jim Sprinkle of the University of Arizona’s
“Reading the Range” monitoring program for 8 years, tracking over 100
plant species. The resulting data has aided in management decisions and
serves as a guide for government agencies and future generations.

Before and After - USF&W Partners Program

Three government agencies attend annual ranch monitoring

Another challenge has been the desired restoration of the health of a 55
acre deeded meadow surrounded by our national forest grazing allotment.
There are a number of unhealthy meadows on the forest – assumed to
have been degraded by intensive farming in the early 1900’s. Now huge
herds of elk eat any vegetation that might appear and native plants have
been displaced by opportunistic weeds, particularly sticky gumweed. Over
the years we have planted seeds there 3 times with the hope of making a
difference. One year we planted a grid of different native seeds - each
seed type receiving, in different sections, many variations of treatment,

USF&W Partners Program—adding trees is important for bird life.
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including plowing, disking,
chemical or natural fertilizer,
water, combinations thereof, or
none of the above. Half the
meadow was left as a control.
The forage grew well, but was
immediately eaten by the elk,
eliminating our ability to learn
which plants had the most
potential for long term success.
Recognizing that the poor
conditions may be the result of
excessive elk impact, the Arizona
Game and Fish Department and
NRCS agreed to help us with the
costs of building an elk fence
around the meadow. We disked
again and with NRCS help,

The Arizona Game & Fish Department has also utilized the OX Ranch for
their new employee training program where we hosted a tour, supper, and
a program dealing with ranching and riparian issues. A comment made by
a trainee at the time was, “I didn’t know we could get along with ranchers!” In 2001, the Murphys received recognition as “Habitat Stewards of
the Year” from the Arizona Game & Fish Commission.
We have also had the opportunity to attend many excellent educational
programs provided by the NCBA at their annual meetings, the University of
Arizona Extension Service, the Arizona Cattle Grower’s Association, the
Society for Range Management, BLM, and land use conferences put on by
the Quivira Coalition in New Mexico.

Persuading other producers to implement conservation
8 ‘ high elk fence enabling the
meadow grass experiment

Sharing ideas with other producers at the OX Ranch

Conservation and good stewardship are rewarding in themselves, but
sharing with and learning from other producers’ successful practices is
even more satisfying. Additionally, the availability of government programs greatly enhances one’s ability to accomplish needed projects, as
well as conservation and environmental goals. Every ranch has its own
opportunities and challenges. We have not been involved in any massive
projects, but collectively, the ones we have utilized, have made a big difference. These smaller efforts are all things that any rancher could consider. One is only constrained by the limit of one’s imagination. These
programs have had a far reaching effect on the productivity of the land,
productivity of the herd, and the economic viability of the operation.
Aside from the personal satisfaction ranchers enjoy from these conservation projects, we feel there are indirect benefits as well. Environmental
organizations, legislators, regulatory agencies, and the public appreciate a
rancher’s efforts to improve the public lands in the West, and this translates into pleasant and productive relationships. With the vast amount of
public land in the West (87% in Arizona), working together is essential.
The community awareness of sincere attempts to achieve desirable environmental goals results in a public perception that the ranch is a quality
operation, raising quality cattle. This is particularly important if a ranch is
direct marketing its animals. We firmly believe that the efforts of the O X
Ranch to improve its land has played a significant role in realizing the
recognition its cattle are receiving.

Before: Beautiful from a
distance, sticky gumweed
invaded the meadow.

After: Starting on the road
to recovery

planted native seeds suggested by their office. Not having the capability
to water the plants, the timing and amount of rain was critical. Last summer was the first growing season, but we have already seen a dramatic
and rapid improvement. The Forest Service is very interested in the experiment, and has introduced monitoring transects. Because of the planned
rotation of the cattle, it is impractical to let them graze it, but we plan to
open the gates periodically to enable controlled elk grazing. Being able to
remove the elk, we all now have a chance to learn from this experiment.
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ers stated in his internet response to the paper’s article, “The ranchers in
this state do more for wildlife and the environment each year than any
other group could ever hope to do!”
There was so much interest in this topic that FOX’s national news network
(FNN) just did a series of live interviews with the manager - allowing us to
further the stewardship message throughout the country.
This sort of coverage, together with that generated by the efforts of numerous other ranchers, does make a difference in the public perception of
ranching. It is this perception that will continue to affect state and national legislation that governs our ability to survive as an industry.

III – TELL THE STORY: STEWARDSHIP ON
THE GROUND
Stewardship practices that have affected the cattle
operation, including investment, productivity, and
profitability.

Educating Peeples Valley-Yarnell Historical Society

Contributions to a positive public perception of the
cattle industry on the environment.

Many practices have affected our cattle operation, with the sustainability
of the land always key to those efforts. Just the investment in numerous
water facilities has enabled the use of thousands of additional acres of
grazing land by cattle and wildlife. We have been able to increase our herd
size, have modified our grazing methods and rotation of pastures to improve forage health. By employing the most stringent health practices
available, and having the willingness to scrutinize and invest in herd bulls
that are both geographically suited to our area, and have the best genetic
makeup for our specific needs, we have made significant improvements in
herd and carcass quality. All these steps have translated into higher production and greater profitability in the product we market.

Many citizens have little understanding of the cattle industry, so we look
for opportunities to educate the public. We welcome groups of all kinds to
the ranch, explain what they are seeing, and help them understand the
value of stewardship and using cattle as a tool to improve the land. Manager Pat Browning’s reputation as a cattleman, and his ability to deal with
people is a real asset. Encountering hunters on our state lease, he makes
them feel welcome and offers his assistance. As a result, the ranch has
few problems with vandalism.
The sharing of goals and achievements can be a powerful public relations
tool. Arizona’s largest newspaper recently published an article on the O X
Ranch, describing it as “a traditional and historic ranch, yet one that is also
utilizing the latest science available”. The public’s response to this article
was so enthusiastic that the newspaper then published a front page article,
and is now considering a series of articles on ranching. As one of the read-

The greatest reward is the pride and satisfaction that the entire ranch
team has derived from the progress we have made. In addition to
working with the cattle, each employee and family member contributes
special skills, whether it is expertise in cattle breeding and management,
Pat Browning sharing our efforts regarding sustainability.
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in machinery maintenance and repair, construction, welding, farming, public relations, accounting or engineering.
The next generation of the Murphy family has been involved for many
years, starting with the construction of the summer headquarters residence as teenagers. Since then, they have designed financial accounting

Improving some public lands is a challenge.

Ranchers caring about the land, and caring for the land - that is what
ranchers have done historically and continue to do. It is an important
message that we, as an industry, must communicate to the public.
Gary Parrott, NRCS educating future generations

and tracking systems, used computer expertise to produce numerous computer cattle management systems, and most recently, the grass-fed cattle
website. They designed and built the large solar system, and worked with
NRCS and the Arizona Game & Fish Department in analyzing and designing
projects. Even their children are now learning the importance of different
kinds of forage and how to monitor.
The capacity of the land to rebound, after many years of stress, has made
us realize how resilient the land can be, and how we, as caretakers, can
provide the impetus for this transformation. We are continuing to study
the science, brainstorm ways to improve our land, and implement new
ideas. We feel this approach will continue to give us the ability to face any
challenges that our industry or the environment may present us in the
future.
There is indeed a treasure at the end of the rainbow

A brainstorming session
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