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Rancher George Wilhams ewns 600 to 800 cattle on 2,900 acres in the Rio Verde area, He has accused the county of trylng to run him out

af business. Williams s shown here in a photo taken (n 2002

the city does something, and 'm curious thar Troon hasn't done
something, too. 1cs really nerve-tacking ro know that coming
home or going out, | need to worry about horses standing in
the road.”

Unfortunately, not everyone has been as lucky as Chew.

NO LIGHTS, NO STOPS

In November 2004, Kathleen Hines, a 29-year-old Fountain
Hills woman, was killed when her BMW roadster convertibile
struck twa horses in the Rio Verde area, which lies at the center
of most safery concerns. Aceording to sheriff's deputies, her se-
verely damaged car was found more

In the 10-mile stretch of Rio Verde Drive between Alma
School and Forest roads, there are no turns, no lights and no
stops: The pavement runs smooth and unfettered, with little to
slow drivers except wandering livestock. Think NASCAR
meets Bonanzga.

“There are no stop signs, and speeds can get up to 70 or 80
miles an hour,” says Don Stapley, chairman of the Maricopa
County Board of Supervisars, "With the urbanization of that
area, its hecome a real safery issue”

As traffic continues to incre
to themselves and others, especially ar night, “lescares all of us
who live here,” says Nena Henry, founding president of the Rio

Verde Homemen's Association, “We've learned o be very carctul.”
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an 300 vards from the road.

nimals pose a greater danger

DANGEROUS ASSUMPTIONS

Unfortunately, many drivers hurrying along Rio Verde Drive
assume all livestock is safely fenced and conrrolled. That's a very
dangerous assumption.

Thie Rio Verde Foothills is known as "open range,” meaning
ranchers can legally ler livestock roam free without the obliga-
tion of fencing them in. Most ranchers fence their animals in,
but as any rancher knows, fences ger breached and catele some-
times walk over cattle guards.

Public sentiment generally runs against open-range grazing,
bur the right of ranchers to "open graze” livestock dates back to
Territorial Arizona. The state Constitution, ratified in 1912,
the Legislature power to change territorial law but said if it
act to do so, territorial law prevailed.

idn't

That included the right of ranchers to graze herds wherever
their stock could find food and water. If vou were a neighbor who
didn't wane cattle grazing your front lawn, too bad—you were
the one who had ro erect a fence.

“A cow had the right-of-way,” says Mike Berrvhill, supervisor of
the Agriculture Division for the Maricopa County Assessor’s office.
“If a cow knocked down a property owner’s fence and destroyed
property belonging o another, neither the cow nor the rancher
was responsible for the damage, or even 10 repair the fence.”

The concept of open-range grazing rer
ies and towns have authority to restrict or ban open-range grazing,




€6 |T'S REALLY NERVE

RACKING TO KNOW THAT

COMING HOME OR GOING OUT, | NEED TO WORRY
ABOUT HORSES STANDING IN THE ROAD. 92

—RODNEY CHEW, TROON VILLAGE

Mast have, including Scotesdale. Residents of the Rio Verde Foothills,
where open-range grazing is legal, recently mounted an atempt o
change the designation. However, it proved unsuceessful,

POINTING FINGERS

In 11 months during 2004, the Maricopa County Sheriff's
Department received 154 phone calls reporting loose livestock.
Thar’s one call nearly every other day.

S, where is the livestoek that serays onto Rio Verde roads
coming from!

There is no shortage of finger-pointing. Berryhill, Stapley and
residents point squarely ar George Williams, a 74-vear-old cowbay
who runs 600 to 800 carttle and horses on 2,900 leased acres in the
Rio Verde area. The laconic Williams, a former stuntman for John
Wayne, accuses the county of trying to rm him out of business
and blames neighbors for sabotaging his fences. He acknowledges
that part of his herd is open-grazed (not fenced) but claims all the
property he leases fronting Rio Verde Drive was enclosed years ago,

“You know what you have to do with fence?” asks Berryhill.
“You have to do something called keep it up.” ™
Berryhill says oo many ; Is are heing
few acres, “The largest horse breeder out there has abour 50 ani-
mals," he says. "George has 800."

On one point, everyone agrees: In every known incident involv-
ing cars and ki k, the animal involved belonged to Williams,

“I have never heard of an instance where someone else’s ani-
mal was involved,” says Berryhill, and Williams doesn’t dispure it

Exactly how frequently livestock accidents occur along Rio
Verde is difficult to determine beciuse accident reports wsually
don't distinguish between livestock and such wild animals as coy-
ates, elk, mountain lion and javelina.
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CONSIDERING OPTIONS

Republican State Sen. Franklin “Jake” Flake, a longtime Ari-
zona cattleman, has owned thousands of heid of cattle in virually
every part of the state, He supgests two solutions o the problems
that accompany urbanization of open-range areas, The first is to
fence every road and highway,

“No matter where it is," he says, “somebody is responsible for
that highway—either state, county or city.”

The second is to require developers "o buy out the graz-
ing interests as part of the cost of subdivisions, and remove the
cattle completely.”

For the Rio Verde ares, a different solution may be in sight.
In January, new rules by the Maricopa County Assessor struck a
financial blow at ranch owners who fail to keep herds safely con-
tained. Under the new rule, ranchers in the 20-square-mile Rio
Verde Foothills who fail to build and maintain proper fences will
lose their grazing tax classification, and see their valuations and
property taxes skyrocker.

“It's all about property taxes,” says Stapley, “Fully assessed, a
parcel may pay tens of thousands an acre, versus the grazing
classification where the property taxes are almost nothing, It's
alor cheaper to fence your fand and pur a cow on it than pay
property taxes.”

Although many property awniers keep a few horses or cattle
purely to protect their tax classification, the large-scale rnching
that Williams does in Rio Verde is a thing of the past. As for the
wandering livestock, Berryhill is confident the new tax rules will
reduce the problems residents are having.

“FLean't tell vou how quick,” he says, “but in time, people will
see improvement.”

WHICH SIDE OF THE FENCE ARE YOU ON?
Do you side with local residents or longtime ranchers in
this issue? E-mail your comments to 85255@pni.com or
write to 85255 Magazine, The Arizona Republic, 200 E
Van Buren St, Mail Code CP-17, Phoenix, AZ 85004
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