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Livestock and Water 
 
Livestock grazing has damaged 80 percent of the streams and riparian ecosystems in the arid West.1   
 

“Extensive field observations in the late 1980s suggest riparian areas throughout much of 
the West were in the worst condition in history.” 2 

 
Although they represent only 0.5 to 1 percent of the surface area of federally owned Western arid lands,3 
riparian zones are critically important to over 75 percent of terrestrial species in southeastern Oregon and 
southeastern Wyoming, and 80 percent of wildlife in the Arizona and New Mexico.4 
 

“Improvident grazing…has been the most potent desertification force, in terms of total 
acreage [affecting 225 million acres5 or 351,562 square miles], within the United States.” 6  

 
Nearly all surface waters in the West are fouled with livestock wastes that produce harmful waterborne 
bacteria and protozoa such as Giardia.7 
 

  

Belsky, et al. reviewed grazing impacts on water quality and quantity…8 
   

• Water quality: livestock deposit pathogenic bacteria into streams and increase nutrient 
content, water turbidity, and water temperatures, all of which harm cold water fish and 
other species. 

 
• Stream channel morphology: grazing results in streambank downcutting that shrinks 
the channel, and reduces streambank stability and the number and quality of deep pools 
and stream meanders. 

 
• Hydrology (stream flow patterns): grazing causes increased runoff, flood water 
velocity, number of flood events, and peak flow, while reducing (or stopping) summer 
flow and lowering the water table. 

 
• Riparian soils: grazing exposes bare ground, compacts soil and causes erosion, while 
reducing water infiltration and soil fertility. 

 
• Streambank vegetation: grazing reduces the cover, biomass, and productivity of 
herbaceous and woody vegetation, and impedes plant succession. 

 
• Instream vegetation: grazing increases algal populations while causing declines in 
other, beneficial water plants. 
 
• Aquatic and riparian wildlife: grazing reduces the diversity, abundance, and 
productivity of cold water fish, amphibians, reptiles and invertebrates and alters the 
composition and diversity of birds and mammals. 
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