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CONTRIBUTING TO CHANGE 

 
Dave Goicoechea 

OCCUPATION:   

 Rancher , County Supervisor, 
Passion for the Land Storyteller 

CONTACT INFO: 

 Sierra County 
http://www.sierracounty.ws 

I just celebrated my 64th birthday.  Celebrating one day is a bit of an understatement 

when I look at the life we enjoy.  Living on our own ranch 

for the past two decades with good land, abundant water 

and a family to share it with is hard to beat.   

As the grandson of Basque immigrants, I grew up 

on family ranches in Northern Nevada.  This cultural and 

rural heritage, coupled with my direct experience with land 

stewardship and animal husbandry, guided the direction of 

my adult life--whether as a fire fighter during summer 

breaks from college, as a Wildlife Biologist for the Bureau 

of Land Management, or more recently as a full time 

rancher on our 320 acre operation of Angus cattle and 

Suffolk sheep in California’s Sierra Valley.  Working a 

ranch requires a degree of commitment and focus not 

common in most occupations.  It’s true that ranchers and farmers are often private and 

independent people, but that’s due in large part to the intense demand on our time throughout 

the seasons.  These traits enable us to be successful individually but can fail us when it comes 

to building the kinds of networks and coalitions needed to preserve what we love—the land. 

Just beyond our ranch gate exists an often hectic and generally indifferent world of 

commerce, governmental actions, and people who are determined to profit irrespective of 

impacts to others. Much to our chagrin such a caldron began to boil around our ranch. 

Developers, land speculators and municipal poverty energized an effort to craft land use plans 

to support “imminent domain” annexation of our property for residential development. How 

does a person fight “city hall” on this or any of the other issues facing agriculture?  The one 

action that worked beyond my expectations was the simplest of all—TELL THE STORY!  

My family and friends began an effort to contact every potential outlet for our story.  

Local and regional papers reported on it.  So did some national magazines.  Eventually we had 
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the opportunity to tell the story to a Superior Court Judge, who ruled in our favor. 

I promised myself that if everything worked out I would do two things: Pay more 

attention to what was happening beyond my fence line and keep telling the story of being in 

agriculture.   I kept my promise by becoming a County Supervisor and getting involved in 

Passion for The Land (PFL) digital storytelling project. 

PFL brought a group of rural residents together to explore topics like agricultural 

viability, natural resource management, and land stewardship and craft stories to communicate 

our values, hopes, and concerns on these subjects.   It was a pro-active and positive approach 

to discussing the benefits and challenges of agriculture and a way to use storytelling as a tool 

for strengthening rural communities.  By joining with other ranchers and farmers on this project 

I realized we could address our needs and discuss our issues across a much wider spectrum 

of the public by using making our own media.  By employing professional methods and new 

digital technology we created a body of agriculturally focused stories that not only convey the 

spirit of our work but also touch people’s hearts. I have seen firsthand the effect of these 

stories in Board Chambers filled to overflowing and city council meetings where advocates for 

agriculture spilled out to the streets. The tremendous impact these stories have made 

regionally is so profound that it’s difficult to measure.  Our success, I think, comes from telling 

our stories in a way that presents personal experiences in authentic voices that honors rural 

culture.   

The PFL stories have literally been spread from coast to coast, as well the information 

on our experience noted in accolades and enthusiastic support in cards and letters from 

everywhere.  In the struggle for finding common ground on divisive land use and natural 

resource issues, there is no better approach than sharing our hopes and concerns with 

authenticity, which is the core of the PFL effort.   I encourage all rural residents to make and 

share digital stories as a way to strengthen our communities, communicate across divides, and 

connect with the larger public to revitalize their understanding and respect for agriculture. 
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