A New Appreciation for Biodiversity

by Ann Adams

n 1989, Jack Varian, like many ranchers,
was struggling. “We were in our third year
of drought, and I didn’t know what to do
differently. I was looking over the fence to
see what my neighbor was doing and he was
looking over his fence to see what I was
doing. We were all going downhill and didnt
know how to change,” says Jack. Luckily,
Jack’s friend and mentor, George Work,
encouraged him to come to a Holistic
Management workshop that changed the
way Jack viewed his 20,000-acre (8,096-ha)
V6 Ranch near Parkfield, California and all
the life on it.

Redefining the Ranch

Over the years, Jack began testing some
of the actions he had always taken for granted
as a rancher. One change he made was how
he fed hay to his cattle. Jack realized that
normally he would wait until he was out of
grass in the late fall, and then he would feed
hay when there was rain and the ground was
muddy and easily compacted.

Once he realized that he knew ahead of
time what his forage needs would be through
accurate assessment of the forage his land
could produce, then he could feed the cattle
hay any time of the year when it was best
for the land and wildlife. By choosing the
best time, he could also use the hay as an
enticement to the cattle to improve animal
impact on certain areas. In this way, Jack
began spreading hay in August in various
paddocks such as old crop pastures to
resurrect those fields. He also turned out all
his farming equipment and decided it was
cheaper to buy the hay that he did need
rather than raise it.

Likewise, as he began feeding hay to the
cattle out in the fields, he noticed that the
wild pigs would follow the cattle and break
up their dung to get at the undigested grains.
This action improved the mineral cycle and
also aided the wild hogs, which in turn
became an additional source of revenue for
the ranch as more pigs survived.

This potential for diversification of
enterprises was important to the Varians as
they were all clear that they didn’t want to
“mine” the ranch and add additional acres
of desertifying rangeland to that around
them. They also saw many of their neighbors
retiring and the land being subdivided. They
wanted enterprises that gave them more
economic opportunities for other family
members and encouraged increased bio-
diversity.

One of the ideas they developed was
including guests on their cattle drives so they
built a camp with bathrooms and showers
to accommodate them. Now they have up
to 25 guests for each of the three-day cattle

drives they hold four
times a year. They are
currently in their
tenth year of offering
this activity and have
a waiting list. All of
their “marketing” is
word of mouth and
70 percent of their
guests are repeat
customers. They also
have a waiting list
each year for their
deer and pig hunting
enterprise.  Jack
spends most of his
time working on
these enterprises and
growing more grass each year, while Jack’s
wife, Zera, takes care of the cattle and trains
the horses. Jack’s son-in-law, Mike Massey,
markets the cattle.

Extending Stewardship

Another decision the Varians made was
to sell a conservation easement to the
California Rangeland Trust in April 2001,
which enabled them to pay off the ranch.
While they were concerned about taking
away their children’s and grandchildren’s
right to decide about the property in the
future, the Varians felt that potential division
of the land after their death was too great
a risk of family conflict. With a conservation
easement, the children could choose to sell
the ranch in the future, but it would be
protected from further development and
subdivision.

Also, because the Varians believe that they
are stewards responsible to the land, the
easement extends their ability to care for
the land after they are gone which is an
important value for them. “Sure we have a
responsibility to our four children and our
nine grandchildren, but we also have a
responsibility to all the other critters on the
ranch. Who will speak for them when we
are gone? We've taken on that role of
preserving their home. The conservation
easement will speak for them after we are
gone.”

Jack’s current management also reflects
that sentiment. “I've learned to look at all
the land, plants, and animals differently
and to realize their value. Before I graze a
paddock or mash the brush, I consider the
value to the other critters. Each plant or
animal is valuable in its own right. Land
isn’t necessarily poor or bad; it’s just different,
and different land takes different
management. I might choose to keep the
chamisa on the land because of its value to
the deer. In return, I might be able to harvest
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1994 was the first year that Jack kept the cattle out of Little Cholame
Creek in the summer. This photo was taken in August 1995.

a few more deer, and I've enhanced the
biodiversity on this ranch.”

JacK’s interest in improved biodiversity
is also evident in his work along the riparian
corridors of the ranch. For much of his
first 30 years of ranching this land, the
creekbeds were dry. One stream had been
dry for 100 years. However, due to the
changes in grazing planning, that stream
is actually running seasonally and portions
are running year round.

The headwaters of the Little Cholame
Creek (the Yokut Indian word for “pretty
one”) begin on the Varians ranch and the
creek winds through the ranch for six or
seven miles. Local government agencies
have expressed an interest in testing water
turbidity and whether the Varians’ land
management has influenced it. Based on
JacK’s initial observations, he believes their
testing will show a decrease in turbidity
and soil deposition.

Jack has noticed more willows and
cottonwoods along the riparian areas due
to the improved soil health all over the
ranch, but also because of efforts to keep
cattle out of the riparian areas in the
summer when the young shoots are most
susceptible to cattle browsing. He has also
seen an increase in quail, and local birding
groups have counted an increase of 10 bird
species on the ranch since 1990.

Making use of the USDA-Natural
Resource Conservation Services EQIP
grant monies, Jack has also improved his
spring development and water distribution
over the ranch so that he can better utilize
the forage and improve the land with his
herd of 1400 cattle. As he’s improved his
water distribution, he has been able to
increase his paddocks from the five or six
paddocks he had in 1989 to his current
44 permanent paddocks, which he further
subdivides with temporary fence. Also,
because he has increased the number of




