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Re: Unauthorized grazing and overutilization on the Horseshoe allotment, Agua Fria 

National Monument 

 

Dear Tim,  

 

This letter serves to inform you that recent field surveys during the month of March conducted 

by The Center for Biological Diversity in the Horseshoe allotment at Agua Fria National 

Monument have extensively documented destructive cattle grazing within Silver Creek, Long 

Gulch and Agua Fria Rivers.  

 

Our surveys indicate that cattle grazing has grossly exceeded utilization of herbaceous riparian 

areas and is chronically occurring outside of the permitted grazing season in riparian areas on the 

allotment. These unauthorized grazing activities are decimating critical habitat for endangered 

Gila chub, threatened yellow-billed cuckoo and threaten other species such as lowland leopard 

frog, northern Mexican garter snake, Gila topminnow, longfin dace, and desert sucker. 

 

Current management on the Horseshoe allotment allows 50% utilization of herbaceous riparian 

species1 and only authorizes grazing in the winter from November 1 through February 28 of each 

year.  Our surveys have revealed that these rules are not being adhered to on the Horseshoe 

allotment and the result is chronic degradation of ecological conditions on the National 

Monument.  

 

Desired Future Conditions were developed in 2010 to benefit threatened and endangered species 

on the allotment.2  These include: 

 

• TE-4. All Biologically suitable perennial waters on public lands are occupied by thriving 

populations of Gila topminnow, Gila chub and desert pupfish. 

• TE-8. Riparian areas that could physically support (due to floodplain width and gradient) 

yellow-billed cuckoo habitats will attain the vegetation structure, plant species diversity, 

density, and canopy cover to constitute suitable habitat. Livestock utilization will not 

substantially reduce the abundance, density or distribution of native riparian tree species 

though herbivory. 

 
1 2018 Biological Assessment for the Horseshoe Allotment Grazing Authorization Renewal at 16. 
2 2010 Agua Fria National Monument Record of Decision and Approved Resource Management Plan  



• TE-17. In cooperation with the Arizona Game and Fish Department and the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, BLM will re-establish Gila topminnow, Gila chub, and desert pupfish 

into suitable habitat sites throughout the planning area. 

• TE-19. Domestic livestock utilization of native riparian tree seedlings along streams 

occupied by Gila chub, Gila topminnow, and desert pupfish will be limited to 30 percent 

of the apical stems per growing season. 

• TE-23. Conservation of Federal threatened or endangered, proposed, candidate, and other 

special status species is promoted by maintaining or restoring their habitats. 

 

Please explain how the uncontrolled grazing that we have documented on the Horseshoe 

allotment is supporting these Desired Future Conditions that were published over a decade ago?  

 

Blatant overutilization of riparian resources is not conducive to maintaining or restoring habitat, 

nor is grazing in riparian areas after the non-growing season cut-off date. Such reckless grazing 

actions occurring on these protected public lands fails to account for the unique and irreplaceable 

ecological resources of AFNM, fails to comply with the AFNM Proclamation, and fails to 

comply with other applicable federal laws.  

 

The AFNM presidential Proclamation identifies the Department of the Interior, through the 

BLM, as the responsible federal agency for implementing the purposes of the Proclamation. The 

Secretary of Interior is directed to prepare a management plan that addresses the actions 

necessary to protect the objects identified in the Proclamation. The Proclamation identifies 

objects including riparian forests, diversity of vegetation communities, a wide array of sensitive 

wildlife species, native fish, and the availability of water to be protected above all else and the 

national monument should be the dominant reservation of the land. 

 

Gila chub is a specific object to be protected according to the Monument Proclamation3 and the 

Monument also includes designated critical habitat for this species in Silver Creek. In defiance of 

the Monument Proclamation and the Endangered Species Act, this stream was marred and fouled 

with cow feces, streambanks were collapsed and trampled and riparian vegetation was grazed 

down to the roots. 

 

BLM “shall manage the public lands under principles of multiple use and sustained yield ... 

except that where a tract of such public land has been dedicated to specific uses according to any 

other provisions of law it shall be managed in accordance with such law.”4  Unauthorized cattle 

grazing on AFNM not only fails to protect Monument objects but also exposes them to harm and 

damage.  

 

On the Agua Fria river, the spatial extent of perennial water decreased ∼26% from 2008 to 

2016.5  This is an ecosystem that is faced with severe threats from ongoing drought and 

increasing annual temperatures. Removal of livestock from sensitive ecosystems such as arid-

 
3 Proclamation 7263—Establishment of the Agua Fria National Monument January 11, 2000 at 41. 
4 FLPMA, 43 U.S.C. § 1732 (a) 
5 Allen, D.C., Kopp, D.A., Costigan, K.H., Datry, T., Hugueny, B., Turner, D.S., Bodner, G.S. and Flood, T.J., 

2019. Citizen scientists document long-term streamflow declines in intermittent rivers of the desert southwest, 

USA. Freshwater Science, 38(2), pp.244-256. 



lands riparian areas is a critical component of adapting to climate change.  We urge the BLM to 

administer this grazing allotment in accordance with the stated purpose of the National 

Monument and at a minimum with the stated requirements of the permitted grazing 

authorization.  

 

 
Chris Bugbee, Southwest Advocate 

Center for Biological Diversity 

(520) 623-5252 

cbugbee@biologicaldiversity.org 


