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The 25,940 acre Bar-Boot Ranch is located adjacent to Leslie Canyon NWR in Cochise County, Arizona, and adjoins portions of the Coronado National Forest on the east, and the 11,585-acre 99-Bar Ranch on the south.  Both ranches fall within the original 25,000-acre Leslie Canyon NWR acquisition boundary identified in the Preliminary Project Proposal approved on August 25, 1992 to pursue expansion and protection of the Refuge. Subsequently, the Service has purchased conservation easements on both ranches.  These conservation easements ensure survival of native fish and wildlife on both the ranches and the Refuge while providing for normal livestock ranching operations and watershed restoration activities to continue on the ranches.  In addition, the owners of both properties were instrumental in establishing a Safe Harbor Agreement in 2008 to help with the recovery of multiple federally-listed endangered species, which were introduced/reintroduced on the ranches in appropriate habitats during 2009.

Historically, poor grazing practices and fire suppression activities during the late 1800’s and early 1900’s reduced the viability of grassland conditions on the Magnolia Ranch (now the Bar-Boot Ranch and the 99-Bar Ranch) in southeast Arizona.  Grass volume reduction hampered the spread of natural wildfires, and allowed the invasion of woody plants such as mesquite and juniper to proliferate at the expense of the grasslands.  The vegetation changes have led to ground cover changes that subsequently produced greater annual and single event precipitation runoff volumes, flashier flood response, and decreased water quality due to sediment loading.  Currently, vastly improved grazing management on both properties has restored contiguous and high quality grasslands, but the trees that invaded many years ago are now established and therefore continue to increase within the overall volume of the landscape as they grow taller and wider and produce increasing numbers of new seedlings.

This project would employ a variety of mechanisms to discourage woody vegetation from continuing to alter the grassland plant community on the Bar-Boot Ranch.  For example, isolated mesquite and juniper would be grubbed from the ground, piled, and burned, and re-sprouts or seedlings could be selectively sprayed to secure viable grassland conditions. Reseeding of some grubbed areas could also be accomplished. As different control mechanisms are tested on the ranch, it is expected that adaptive management techniques will ultimately provide focus on the most cost effective, efficient, and successful method for removing invasive woody vegetation from portions of the landscape.    

Goals:  An estimated 1,000 acres will be treated to reduce the impacts of mesquite and juniper invasion from the landscape.  Providing opportunities for precipitation to remain on the landscape, rather than running off as floodwater, will enhance soil saturation and infiltration, allow grassland stabilization, and help replenish the shallow aquifer upstream from the refuge.  Initial and recurring control of mesquite, juniper, and other potentially invasive perennial woody plants that have taken over grassland sites will ensure the integrity of grasslands and the survivability and productivity by many native wildlife species.  This project will provide cost share funding to provide effective labor, equipment, and materials to remove perennial woody vegetation through the use of fire, mechanical means, or by other methods to enhance the productivity of native grasslands and adjacent wetlands.

Benefits:   Invasive brush control will assist with native grassland restoration on the Bar-Boot Ranch, and is expected to benefit populations of all grassland dependent species in the watershed by: promoting grasslands and the environmental conditions that existed prior to invasion by mesquite and juniper; helping limit the elevated perches used by predatory species (ravens) that currently limit nesting success of grassland birds; encouraging an ecosystem dominated by native grasslands and the associated invertebrate species utilized as food by migratory and resident birds; and by promoting a more natural low flame length fire regime which benefits the nearly 70 species of grasses utilized by migratory birds in this area.  In addition, this watershed enhancement project will benefit all wetland dependent species on the ranches and on the adjacent Leslie Canyon NWR by: increasing the availability of seasonal and permanent water; by increasing the overall quality and quantity of groundwater; and by lessening the potential for erosive scouring of flood plain grasslands during extreme runoff events.  The project proposal is supported by the San Bernardino and Leslie Canyon National Wildlife Refuge Comprehensive Management Plan, which identifies management of productive uplands and wetlands as crucial to the perpetuation of biodiversity and species richness within the Leslie Creek Watershed.

The project will improve conditions for migratory bird species that nest within the watershed such as the Mexican duck, Common black hawk, burrowing owl, Montezuma quail, scaled quail, loggerhead shrike, grasshopper sparrow, Cassin’s sparrow, Botteri’s sparrow, and “Lillian’s” Eastern meadowlark.  Wintering birds such as the Northern harrier, ferruginous hawk, lark bunting, vesper sparrow, and savannah sparrow, will also benefit.  Wetland species benefiting from this project will include the Yaqui chub, Yaqui topminnow, Yaqui shiner, Chiricahua leopard frog, and a multitude of migratory and resident bird species.

The Bar-Boot Ranch is owned by Josiah and Valer Austin, whose efforts at ecosystem repair utilizing headwater erosion control are well known and recognized by many conservationists. During 2008 the Austins were recipients of the National Wetland Award, recognizing them for landowner stewardship. Also during 2008, the Austins were awarded the American Fisheries Society “Conservationist of the Year” Award. The Austins have extensive properties in both Arizona and in Sonora adjacent to both San Bernardino NWR and Leslie Canyon NWR.  Refuge staff have been working with the Austins for many years to cooperatively restore wetland habitats on private lands for the recovery of threatened and endangered fish and other wildlife.  This would be the first Challenge Cost Share Project to occur on the Bar-Boot Ranch in about a decade. 

Outputs:  The Bar-Boot ranch is dedicated to maintaining a variety of conservation values of substantial importance to the ranch owners and to the Service.  Over several years, the Austins have restored this ranch and other properties and made improvements to the watershed and rangelands, both to enhance livestock production and ecosystem health.  Watershed function will be enhanced in the upper Leslie Canyon watershed, positively impacting private lands and National Wildlife Refuge lands along with the fish and wildlife populations that they support.  This coordinated approach to management activities that compliment all of the landowners in the watershed is rather unique, and to have such support for conservation efforts encompassing diverse interests provides an opportunity that should not be missed.  

