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Colorado Reader

Rangelands are natural landscapes 
dominated by native grasses, 
forbs and shrubs (See definitions in 
left column). Rangelands are very 
important in Colorado and around 
the world. 

Rangelands include private and 
public lands.

Rangelands help protect our 
water supplies and provide a home 
for wild animals and livestock. 
Rangelands also provide open 
space for recreation.

Animals eat the grasses and 
other plants for food. This is called 
grazing. Grazing is an 
important part of keeping 

rangelands healthy.

Humans don’t have to plant or water the 
grass plants on rangelands. The grasses 
grow naturally. The grass in the picture 
above is named blue grama.

A forb is a flowering plant that has leaves 
and stems that die at the end of the 
growing season. Prairie cone flower (above)
is a forb found in Colorado.

A shrub is a small to medium-sized plant 
with woody stems. Wildlife and cattle like to 
eat some types of shrubs. The plant above 
is named fourwing saltbush.

Native Grasses

Forbs

Shrubs

Exploring 
Colorado’s 
Rangelands

Livestock Grazing

The most common types of livestock in 
Colorado are cattle and sheep. Livestock 
provide us with food, fiber, and many 
other products and can help contribute 
to keeping rangelands healthy. Ranchers 
and other land managers control how 
many animals are grazing in an area and 
for how long.

Wild horses (below) and pronghorn (top 
right picture) are two species of animals 
found on rangeland.



Rangelands are ecosystems 
An ecosystem is all of the plants, 
animals, water, air and soils in an 
area and how they work together. 

Unlike farms where the land 
is cultivated, crops planted and 
watered, the health of rangeland 
depends on the complex 
interactions between plants, 
animals, soils, weather and 
human activity.

Managers of rangelands often 
balance multiple uses for the 
same land. 

Examples of multiple uses include: 
improving wildlife habitat, food 
production, and human recreation. 

Rangeland managers study plants, 
soils, animals and rain to make 
decisions on how to care for the 
land. Every year is different. 

Grazing by livestock is an 
important tool for the benefit of 
rangelands. Well managed livestock 
grazing can improve soils and plant 
communities. 

Understanding plants, animals 
and soils along with a knowledge 
of the past use and climate are 
the foundation for making good 
decisions for the future.

All the Pieces Working Together
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Dung beetles are an example of how an 
ecosystem has many connections. Dung 
beetles carry poop from animals into the 
ground and feed on it. This process also helps 
feed the soil, which helps the plants grow. The 
grazing animals eat the plants that grow and 
start the cycle again.

Pronghorn (below) are a grazing 
animal common on parts of 
Colorado’s eastern plains.

The burrowing owl (above) makes 
its nest in abandoned prairie dog 
holes (far left). Rattlesnakes also favor 
nesting in prairie dog holes These are 
examples of how one type of animal 
depends on another.
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The zoo below your feet
…a teaspoon of soil may contain billions of microbes divided 
among 5,000 different types, thousands of species of 
fungi and protozoa, nematodes, and mites.
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From the Ground Up

What is soil? 
Soil is the basis of the ecosystems 
that support life in and above 
the ground. Our lives depend on 
air, water, sunlight, and soil. Soils 
produce our food and fiber, filter our 
water, anchor our ecosystems and 
support our buildings.

Soil is often called the “skin of 
the earth” because it is the thin 
layer of material that covers the 
top of the land. The upper most 
layer of soil is called topsoil and is 
where most plant roots grow. 

Making Soil
Soil is formed from rocks and 
decaying plants and animals. 
Even under ideal conditions, it can 
take more than 500 years to create 
1 inch of topsoil. Because it takes 
so long to make soil, it is important 
we take care of it.

What we usually call dirt is actually soil. Soil is a living thing that 
teams with microscopic life. 

Rangelands Protect Your Water

Healthy rangelands protect clean 
water. Rangelands filter stormwater 
and prevent soil from washing 
away into streams and lakes. Some 
rangeland lakes and ponds only 
have water during part of the year, 
but they play an important role in 
the ecosystem.

Recreation
Open space is important. Hiking, 
horseback riding, photography, 
riding ATVs, hunting, camping and 
bird watching are a few examples 
of the recreational opportunities 
provided by rangelands.
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Colorado has nine different types of rangeland. While they have much in common, differences in 
altitude, terrain and soil alters which plants and animals will thrive in each area.

Colorado’s Rangelands
Using the map above, find where you live and make a 
mark. Which rangeland types are nearest you? Write 
your answers below.

If we took a trip to a rangeland area near you, what 
animals would we see? Bonus question: What type of 
plants would we mostly see? (Hint: There are three types)

A Home on the Range
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3) West Colorado Plateaus 
Grand Mesa near Grand Junction and the 
Uncompahgre Plateau near Montrose are 
good examples of this type of rangeland. 
These areas are excellent for wildlife, 
livestock and recreation. 

8) Sandhills Prairie 
Located in the far northeast part of 
Colorado, the land is rolling and made 
of sandy soils. The plants are mostly tall 
grasses. This type of rangeland is very 
productive and  provides habitat to prairie 
chickens and other prairie birds.

7) East Slope Foothill 
The eastern foothills of the Rocky 
Mountains are a transition from prairie to 
mountain-type rangeland. They occur from 
the Wyoming border to New Mexico.

9) Short Grass Prairie 
Short grass prairie covers much of eastern 
Colorado. The grasses are nutritious and 
plentiful. The dominant plants are blue 
grama, buffalograss and western wheatgrass. 
Some shrubs are present including: fourwing 
saltbush, yucca and cactus.

6) Semi-Desert Type
The semi-desert type of rangeland is found in
far western and southwestern Colorado.
Summer temperatures are hot and it doesn’t
rain much. This rangeland provides habitat to
Colorado’s wild horses..

5) Alpine Rangeland 
These are the rangelands found high in the 
mountains. Growing conditions are harsh 
with constant winds, cold temperatures and 
a short growing season.

4) West Slope Foothills 
These plant communities consist of a mixture 
of grasses and shrubs. Trees such as pinyon 
pine and Utah juniper are also present. These 
areas are excellent for recreation and habitat 
for livestock and wildlife. 

1) High Intermountain Parks 
The four high intermountain parks in Colorado 
are North Park, Middle Park, South Park, and 
the San Luis Valley. These parks have a cold 
climate and a very short growing season.

2) Mountain Rangelands 
These are the high elevation rangelands of 
Colorado. Forest lands are usually nearby. The 
mountain rangelands and their winter snows are 
a source of water for Colorado’s cities.
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Choices and Consequences
Wild Horses on Public Lands

Rangelands are managed as natural 
ecosystems, but professional land 
managers and the public have to 
make decisions about how these 
natural systems are used.

For example, on a ranch 
somebody has to decide how many 
cattle can be placed in an area and 
for how long. If the animals are left 
too long, they will run out of food 
and damage the range. When this 
happens, the entire ecosystem can 
be harmed and the land will be less 
productive in the future.

What about wildlife?
Wildlife populations also have to 
be kept at a level that is in balance 
with nature. If there are too many 
animals, they could damage plants 
and soils; and some will die of 
starvation. If there are too few 
animals of a species it can impact 
other species. Hunting is one way 
deer, pronghorn, elk and small game 
populations are managed.

Invasive Species
An invasive species is a plant or 
animal that is not native to an area. 
These species compete with native 
species for resources. In some 
cases they reduce or displace native 
species and change ecosystems.

What would you do?
Managers of public lands are facing 
a big challenge in Colorado and 
other parts of the West when it 
comes to wild horses.

Most wild horses are on land 
administered by the Federal 
Government through the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM). 

BLM managers have to make 
decisions for the health of the 
entire ecosystem, not just one 
species. The needs of people also 
need to be considered.

After reading the facts and 
options, write what you would do 
to solve the challenge of managing 
the horses and rangeland.

The Facts
 » Wild horses are a non-native 

species. They are descendants 
of domesticated horses that were 
released into wild areas.

 » These horses compete with 
other animals for resources. 
Sometimes they compete with 
cattle, but they also compete 
with pronghorn, deer, sage 
grouse, and other species.

 » The BLM doesn’t want to remove 
all of the horses.

 » Range scientists estimate the 
available lands can support 
about 27,000 horses. 

 » The current population of horses 
is about 67,000.

This herd of wild horses in Nevada was traveling more than 10 miles 
between water and where they were eating. There were no cattle on 
the range. Because of over grazing by the horses, plant health was 
reduced and the range is producing less and less food for horses 
and other animals (photo courtesy BLM Nevada).

When there are 
too many animals 
on the range, 
the health of the 
entire ecosystem is 
damaged. Improved 
management 
actions are needed  
for the horses and 
rangelands.
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 » The horse population doubles 
every four years.

 » Wild horses cannot currently be 
hunted or sold for slaughter.

Wild Horse 
Management Options
 » Remove horses from the range and 

care for them.  
Pros: Less damage to the range.  
Cons: It is very expensive. 
Currently, there are about 46,000 
horses in holding facilities at a 
total cost of $50 million per year. 

 » Remove horses from the range and 
put the animals up for adoption. 
Pros: Fewer horses in holding 
areas and more can be removed 
from the range. 

Cons: The BLM has only been 
able to find homes for about 
2,500 horses a year at a cost of 
more than $6 million per year.

 » Leave excess horses on the range. 
Pros: Would reduce costs to the 
taxpayers.  
Cons: Rangelands will be 
damaged and animals will die of 
starvation and dehydration

 » Sterilize the horses so they can’t 
reproduce.  
Pros: Population can be 
stabilized and some horses can 
remain free ranging. 
Cons: The horses would need 
to be captured and treated by 
surgery. It would be impractical in 
large areas and would not reduce 
the current population. 

 » Use a vaccine so horses can’t 
reproduce 
Pros: Population can be stabilized 
and the some horses can remain 
free ranging.   
Cons: The current vaccine must 
be administered every two 
years. Horses would need to be 
captured to be treated. It would 
be impractical in large areas and 
would not reduce the current 
population. 

 » Sell horses without restrictions  
Pros: Significantly reduce costs 
to taxpayers and reduce the 
populations to target levels 
quickly. Individuals and groups 
wishing to protect wild horses 
would have the opportunity to 
purchase the animals. 
Cons: Emotional issue for some 
individuals fearing horses 
would be slaughtered or treated 
inhumanely. 

Hard Choices
What would you do to balance the 
needs of the entire ecosystem so 
the rangelands remain healthy and 
productive for future generations?

Overgrazing leads to reduced range 
health, including damage to soil and water 
resources. Because horses have both 
upper and lower teeth, they can cause 
more severe damage than cattle (photo 
courtesy BLM Nevada).

To learn more about wild horses, visit: http://www.
blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/whbprogram.html or http://
www.wildhorserange.org/



What is Conservation?
Conservation is the wise use of a resource. The goal is 
to improve the resource. Rangelands are a renewable 
resource. Conservation of rangelands means making 
wise choices on how the resource is used and cared for.
Conservation Districts
Conservation districts are a special type of local 
government that helps people care for the land by 
providing education, technical support, research and 
funding for projects.

The work of Conservation districts helps provide 
farmers and communities with the knowledge and 
programs they need to face ecological challenges 
now and in the future. 

Colorado has 76 conservation districts (see 
map below) working with the Natural Resources 
Conservation Service to help landowners make wise 
decisions about the use of natural resources.
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Caring for the Land

Colorado Conservation Districts—find your nearest districts and 
see if you can visit their website.

Many animals call the rangelands home. Large animals such 
as deer and elk, migratory birds, small animals and insects 
are all a part of rangeland ecosystems. Land managers 
need to keep track of how many animals are in an area.

In the exercise below, draw a line between the animal 
name and the matching picture. On the pages of this read-
er there are six drawings of animal tracks (footprints). Can 
you figure out which track goes with each animal? Write 
the page number of the track next to the animal’s name 
and draw a picture of the track.

Keeping track…

Deer

Horse

Eagle

Human

Duck

Badger

Page 2
Example


