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After the Bootleg: Ranchers add up losses from massive fire

By CRAIG REED
For the Capital Press

BEATTY, Ore. — “It’s
going to look like hell for the
next 200 years!”

That was Michael Mas-
tagni’s assessment after a
trip over some of the black-
ened landscape on his Five
Mile Ranch/3M Livestock
property.

The Bootleg Fire had
burned 413,717 acres as of
Aug. 12, including 3,000
acres of the Five Mile Ranch’s
timber and grazing ground
and thousands of acres of
the ranch’s grazing permit
land in the Fremont Winema
National Forest.

The fire came within 300
yards of a barn at the ranch’s
headquarters where there
are two houses and several
outbuildings and pieces of
equipment.

“We just have to stick one
foot in front of another and
keep soldiering on,” Mast-
agni said. “The scar is going
to be two to three generations
in recovery.”

Suzanne Gallagher,
co-owner of the Whiskey
Creek Ranch, also saw that
ranch’s grazing permit land
in the national forest black-
ened. She said most ranch-
ers are resilient over time, but
at the present the situation is
devastating.

“You can’t believe how
gruesome cows and calves
are that have been burned,”
she said with sadness in her
voice. “It’s horrible.”

Gallagher and Mastagni
each had 140 cow-calf pairs
out on their respective 40,000-
acre grazing permits. Each
rancher estimated a loss of 30
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Michael Mastagni of Five Mile Ranch/3M Livestock near

looks over his ranch property that was

blackened by the Bootleg Fire. Mastagni says grazing
ground, timber and cattle were lost to the fire.

to 40 head to the fire. Some
of the animals suffered from
burned hooves or hides and
had to be shot and put out of
their misery by ranch employ-
ees. Since all of the cattle out
on the permit ground hav-
en’t been accounted for, there
could be additional losses.

‘Like a freight train’

Gallagher said there was
a scary unknown to the
situation.

“We were seeing boiling
smoke, but no flames,” she
explained. “But I asked my
husband, “What is that noise?’
He said, ‘That’s the fire.” It
sounded like a freight train.
It was way off in the distance,
but it was coming fast. [ was
terrified and devastated, not
knowing about our cattle.”

Eric Duarte of Duarte
Livestock said his ranch also
had to put some animals
down due to burned hooves.
He had 650 pairs out on an
80,000-acre permit.

“We spent a better part of
10 days pushing cattle out of

the fire’s way with horses and
dogs,” Duarte said. “It’s hard
to fathom the loss until we
gather the livestock. We were
able to push cows south to the
lower end of the permit and
away from the fire, but we
just don’t know how many
we lost.”

Several other ranch oper-
ations also lost livestock in
the fire and are still unsure of
their losses.

Gallagher, Duarte and
Mastagni were not surprised
that a major fire raced across
the pine forest landscape.
Duarte said fire was “inevita-
ble,” because of years of bee-
tles killing trees and turning
them into dry fuel. Hot, dry
weather also made the land
ripe for fire.

“It was just a matter of
when and how big a fire was
going to get,” he said.

More management

The ranchers said they
wish there would be more
forest management in order
to prevent or help slow
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Five Mile Ranch/3M Live-
stock cattle are trailed
off the ranch’s grazing
permit after the Bootleg
Fire. While many cattle
escaped the catastroph-
ic fire, some were lost or
badly burned and had to
be put out of their misery.

down fires such as the Boot-
leg before they become
catastrophic.

Their suggestions included
more select thinning, more
prescribed burns, a quicker
and more aggressive response
to fires before they blow up,
more salvage logging to elim-
inate future fire fuels and
getting livestock back on
the burned ground because
they’ll eat young shoots of
some weeds before those
plants have a chance to take
over.

Gallagher and Mastagni
each said several spots in their
permit areas had been pre-
scribed burns in the past and
although the Bootleg Fire had
gone through them, it was at
a lower intensity, giving the
ground a better chance at a
quick recovery.

“There is work in prog-
ress to change some rules,
but it’s slow,” Mastagni said.
“Ranchers have competing
philosophies with some agen-
cies. We want to open up the
timber with trees 30 feet apart
so we're better able to grow
grass.”

Duarte agreed there needs
to be more forest manage-
ment, but added he under-
stands environmental pres-
sure can prevent or slow up
some management decisions.

“The forest needs to be
logged, it needs to be cleaned
up, it needs to be grazed,” the
rancher said. “That will all
help. We’ll still have fires, but
just not as big.

“On fires in the past, log-
gers would jump on them and
get some of them out,” he
added. “Now they get sued
when they do that.”

Both Mastagni and Gal-
lagher have brought most of
their cattle off their permit
ground and back to their home
fields. But now those animals
are grazing on grass that was
intended for fall pasture or a
late summer hay crop.

One of Gallagher’s pas-
tures wasn’t available for use
because it has been used for
the past month as a helicopter
base with eight to nine chop-
pers working from there on
the Bootleg Fire.

“My grandkids do think
I'm the coolest grandmother
in the neighborhood because
I got helicopters in my yard,”
Gallagher said, injecting some
humor in the conversation.

Feed question
The ranchers explained
they’ll have to figure
out the feed issue later,

whether it’s feeding more
of their hay, having to buy
hay or culling their herds.
Feeding hay in the fall will
leave them with less hay
for the winter months, pos-
sibly none.

They explained buying
hay will be a problem due
to a lack of supply and a
high cost. Mastagni said he
believed hay could jump to
$240 a ton, up from $180 a
ton a year ago. He said hay
quality for the high price
would also be a concern.

Although they have
plenty of'issues to deal with
in the present, the ranchers
explained there is a defi-
nite uncertainty about the
availability of their grazing
permits during the summer
months of next year. They
said there is the possibil-
ity the U.S. Forest Service
won’t allow cattle back in
the burned areas for a year
or two, or the number of
pairs allowed would be
greatly decreased.

Gallagher said any loss
of the permit ground is dev-
astating, but she was also
saddened by the burning of
“such beautiful country.”
But she expressed optimism
about the future and about
the land healing in time.

“You have to keep pos-
itive thoughts,” she said.
“Pray for rain and snow. We
need a real winter. We hav-
en’t had one for a while.”

Mastagni said there are
a couple of options for the
ranches impacted by the
fire.

“You can wither and die,
or you can struggle through
a tough year and press on,”
he said.
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Meet the National FFA's new CEO

National FFA Organization

Meet the new National FFA CEO, Scott Stump. As you'll learn, his passion for agricultural education, career
and technical education, and, of course, FFA, shines through his values and experiences.

Q: Let's step back to your childhood. What were you interested in and how were you exposed to FFA?

A: | grew up in an agriculture education family. My dad taught agriculture for 37 years in northeastern

Indiana, and my mom was my 4-H advisor. | was never pressured to follow the path, but agriculture was a
big part of our family culture growing up. We were all involved and took advantage of all the wonderful
opportunities our education and experiences had to offer.

Q: How did your upbringing lead you to a career in agricultural education?

A: Interestingly, | tried to get away from agriculture education. When | started at Purdue University in the
fall of 1985, I initially followed a biochemical and agricultural engineering degree path. | thoroughly loved
my biochemistry classes and was fascinated by the emerging technology at the time. But then | spent a
year as an Indiana FFA state officer traveling to classrooms across the state. It was in those classrooms that |
found my purpose — helping people grow and building systems that build people.

Q: What are the things you are most proud of accomplishing in your role with the United States Depart-

ment of Education?

A: In my role as assistant secretary of career, technical and adult education, | worked to provide a fund-
ing stream for career, technical and agriculture education programs. That funding allows for professional
development opportunities for educators and equipment updates in agriculture education classrooms so
students can access the latest technology, for example. We also ensured that state and local programs had
the flexibility to allocate funds in ways that best fit state and local needs.

Q: What drew you to pursue a leadership position with the National FFA Organization?

A: I've seen FFA from many vantage points as a member, teacher, state leader, national FFA staff member
and as a parent. | know firsthand the positive difference FFA can make in the lives of our members. My
experiences have prepared me to guide FFA into years of growth, and when the opportunity with FFA
opened, it seemed like | was being called to serve in a different way.

Q: What most excites you about the future of FFA?

A: We're in a time of change and flux, and that always leads to opportunities. In
the disruption we've experienced in the last year, we've learned how technolo-
gy is a tool to help reach those students we haven't reached before — providing
access to more students across the country to grow them as leaders and set them
up for career success. I'm excited to dig in with the board, staff, state leaders,
sponsors and stakeholders to identify the shared opportunities for growth to
guide our path forward. We know we have opportunities to grow in underrep-
resented or marginalized communities where agriculture education has not been
previously offered. Because we're in an industry that's calling us to do more and
build a skilled workforce, we get to be part of preparing this generation to step
into roles and join agribusiness employers or step out boldly as entrepreneurs
and run their own businesses.
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