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A goat chomps brush on a hillside in Rancho Palos Verdes. Herder Michael Choi was hired by the Palos Verdes Peninsula
Land Conservancy to manage the massive growth of invasive weeds like mustard on its habitat restoration areas on the
peninsula. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)
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When it comes to wildfire control, you’ve gotta love goats.

Machines may be cheaper at clearing open spaces by tilling flammable weeds — and

all their seeds — into the ground, but they’re also noisy and polluting, damaging soil

structure and the beneficial bugs and organisms that dwell underground.

Goats, on the other hand, are relatively quiet — save the occasional bleating and bell

tinkling — and can easily access steep hills and canyons that machines would not be

able to manage, said Cris Sarabia, conservation director of the Palos Verdes

Peninsula Land Conservancy.

Palos Verdes Peninsula Land Conservancy Conservation Director Cris Sarabia stands next to an electric fence on a
hillside being cleared by goats in Rancho Palos Verdes. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)

They’re also voracious and highly efficient at eating almost every plant and seed in

their path, leaving only a crunchy mulch of stripped stems and piles of natural



fertilizer — poop — that enrich the soil, an important consideration when, like

Sarabia, you’re in the business of habitat restoration.

Goats are just about the best when it comes to clearing large swaths of weeds on steep

terrain, said Michael Choi, co-owner of the Mariposa-based herding company Fire

Grazers Inc. Sheep are pickier eaters, he said, “and if you tried to put a cow in this

canyon, it might start rolling down the hill. Goats are natural mountaineers.”

Plus, these nimble, four-footed firefighters are super adorable and fun to watch.

“Some people say it’s therapeutic,” Choi said. “They take a break every day to come

out and just stare at the goats to calm down. They are very restful creatures.”

Goat herder Michael Choi of Fire Grazers Inc. moves a herd of 300 goats on a hillside below multimillion-dollar homes in
Rancho Palos Verdes. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)
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This day in early June we’re standing on a steep hill in Malaga Canyon, open space

owned by the city of Rancho Palos Verdes that’s part of the Palos Verdes Nature

Preserve. The city has hired Choi to clear the area of weeds, and he has two herds of

about 300 goats each working at either end of the canyon, which is bordered by

spacious homes.
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Beware! These California superblooms are beautiful but treacherous
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The herd nearest us has only been grazing a day, and already it’s denuded half of the

eastern canyon, which was thick with invasive wild radish and black mustard plants

over 5 feet tall. Choi figures they’ll clear the entire canyon in less than four days.

Choi’s job isn’t relaxing. Before his brood can graze, he and his herders have to roll

out soft-wired electric fences powered by batteries to keep the goats from wandering

into nearby streets or yards. They have to make sure the goats have ample water,

minerals and salts and keep moving those fences as the herd moves to new pastures.

Choi’s huge Anatolian shepherd dogs, Trinity and Buster, guard their herds from

predators day and night. But these goats are escape artists who are always trying to

find tastier pastures, Choi said, so he has to keep a sharp eye, dispatching his border

collie, Bernie, to round up stragglers and adventurers.
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Goat herder Michael Choi of Fire Grazers Inc. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)



Michael Choi’s border collie, Bernie, herds goats on a hillside above a neighborhood in Rancho Palos Verdes. (Brian van
der Brug / Los Angeles Times)

Generally, the goats prefer to stick together in large groups, and feel vulnerable when

they’re alone.

It might be doable to have a few roaming your property, he said, “but you’d need to

commit [to watching them]. You can’t just let them out there and say, ‘Be free,’

because then they get into your neighbor’s yard and it’s a liability issue, which is my

nightmare.”

His family-owned business requires a minimum of five acres at a cost of about $1,000

to $1,500 an acre to keep a herd busy. And that’s paying around $4,000 a month to

his herders now. As more municipalities and organizations hire goats to help with fire

suppression, a debate is heating up in Sacramento over state rule changes that would

require goat herders to be paid at an hourly rate, plus overtime, versus the current

https://www.latimes.com/california/story/2023-06-01/california-goat-herders-wage-increase-fight-wildfires


minimum monthly wage. Choi says that would more than triple what he currently

pays, and “would be the end of goat herding in California.” But labor advocates say

goat herders, who are expected to manage herds 24/7, should get a bigger share of

revenues.
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On this sunny day, however, the goats are streaming down the hill to a new grazing

area, egged on by the indefatigable herding dog Bernie. Choi holds down the soft

electric fence so our group can get closer, shouting at Bernie to “Lay down!” so the

goats will settle. Bernie immediately goes into a crouch, but even then he is pure

energy, trembling as he waits for Choi’s next command.

Meanwhile, Sarabia scoops up a baby billy goat and cradles him in his arms. He’s

unashamedly besotted by this sweet, tiny-horned creature. It’s a persuasive

representative for the conservancy’s Adopt-a-Goat program, one of its many

fundraising projects to support its work restoring habitat on the 1,400-acre Palos

Verdes Nature Preserve to rebuild threatened species like the western monarch and

Palos Verdes blue butterflies.
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Palos Verdes Peninsula Land Conservancy Conservation Director Cris Sarabia holds one of goat herder Michael Choi’s
goats. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)
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The goats aren’t just clearing the land of weeds, Sarabia said. They’re also preparing

certain parts of the preserve for habitat restoration projects later this year. The

conservancy used grant money to clear more than 13 acres in Lunada Canyon, where

it hopes to gather volunteers this fall to plant deerweed (Lotus scoparius) and other

native plants to restore habitat in the canyon for threatened birds and pollinators.

These restoration projects are popular and the opportunities fill up quickly, so if

you’re interested, visit the conservancy’s calendar for volunteers to find out early
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about upcoming events. And if you live on the peninsula and want to help restore

habitat in your yard, order a few plants native to the peninsula from the

conservancy’s native plant nursery.

A goat chomps brush on a hillside. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)
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Jeanette Marantos started writing for the Los Angeles Times in 1999, doing Money

Makeovers until 2002. She returned to write for The Times’ Homicide Report in 2015

and the Saturday garden section in 2016, a yin and yang that kept her perspective in

balance. In early 2020, she moved full time into Features, with a focus on all things

flora. She is a SoCal native who spent more than 20 years in Central Washington as a

daily reporter, columnist, freelancer and mom before returning to the land of

eucalyptus and sage. Her present goal is to transform her yard into an oasis of native

plants, fruit trees and veggies.

Brian van der Brug

Goat herder Michael Choi carries a roll of electric fencing to help pen in goats working to clear a hillside in Rancho Palos
Verdes. (Brian van der Brug / Los Angeles Times)
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