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Thousand Hills Cattle Co. and the Benefits of Grass-fed Beef

In the United States alone, approximately124kg of meat is consumed a year, 44kg of which is made up of beef consumption.
  What we eat affects our environment and our world, and in this case, beef consumption plays a large part.  Jeremy Rifkin once called cattle, “our greatest ecological threat”
 noting how cattle raising impacts global warming, deforestation, world hunger, and an array of other negative consequences.  While this is a valid observation, it is becoming more and more apparent that the way in which beef is produced – that is, conventional, grain-fed beef production from industrial farms – is really what is contributing to these detrimental effects.  Indeed, the environmentally-conscious alternative – grass-fed beef – has steadily been rising in demand in the past few years.  Also called grassfarming or pasture-grazed beef production, recent studies have shown the health and environmental benefits that come with this new system.  This paper, then, will first examine grassfarming in general, followed by an analysis of its effects on conservation biology and biodiversity.  Finally, the last section of the paper will take a look at the Thousand Hills Cattle Company, the local provider of grass-fed beef situated in Cannon Falls, Minnesota.  

***


Despite recent rise in demand and profit, grass-fed beef is a relatively new phenomenon and takes up only 1%
 of the beef market today.  The rest of the market is dominated by grain-fed cattle, many of which are raised in feedlots and in large, industrial farms.  The idea behind grassfarming is simple: to feed cattle what they would have to eat in the wild.  Cattle are left to graze in pastures that contain a variety of grass species (varying by geographic location) instead of being fed on the conventional mixture of grain (corn), soybeans, protein supplements, hormones, and antibiotics.   


While society seems to find grassfarming to be a revolutionary practice, it was in fact, only after World War II that farmers in the U.S. began to raise cattle in factory farms and feedlots.  This half-century old system eventually developed into the efficient procedure, whereby steers would be fed on high-calorie grains to be fattened quickly and slaughtered in two years (it takes three to four years for cattle to fatten on grass).  The newer system, however, brought about various negative externalities, especially concerning the environment. 

***

The health benefits of grass-finished beef are well-advertised and probably its greatest appeal to the majority of consumers.  Indeed, grass is a low-starch, high-protein fibrous food, so when animals are 100% grass-fed, their meat is not only lower in saturated fats but also slightly higher in omega-3 fatty acids, Vitamins A and E, as well as containing higher amounts of conjugated linoleic acid.  Yet, the greatest benefits that derive from grassfarming go toward the environment and biodiversity.  

A team of researchers from Colorado State University led by Richard H. Hart studied plant communities in an area of Colorado that had been either protected from cattle grazing or grazed lightly, moderately, or heavily for 55 years. According to the investigators: 

…plant species biodiversity was greatest on the moderately-grazed pasture. It had more kinds of plants than the lightly or heavily grazed pastures and was not as completely dominated by the most common species as the ungrazed exclosures. Diversity was least in the ungrazed exclosures, which were overrun by plains pricklypear cactus.

Hence, carefully controlled grazing by cattle can actually help increase the amount of biodiversity.


Conventional cattle farming is detrimental to the environment in numerous ways.  First of all, cows are known to be one of the largest producers of methane gas, a greenhouse gas that directly contributes to global warming.  Cattle are ruminants, which are any hoofed animals that digest food in two steps: first it eats the raw material and regurgitates a semi-digested form known as cud, then it eats the cud in a process called ruminating.  Because ruminants are adapted to eat fibrous grasses and plants (not low-fiber grain), high-grain diets of corn and soybeans, in addition to high amounts of protein, cause physical problems for them.  Cows become afflicted with a number of digestive problems – they fart a lot and produce a lot of manure, and that contributes to methane and greenhouse gases.  Indeed, cattle and sheep release millions of metric tons of methane gas a year into the environment through flatulence.  In New Zealand, for example, the 55 million farm animals produce some 90 percent of the country's methane.
  Often, the methane, combined with other pollutants in the air, creates smog as well.
  

As for the manure – it gets applied on nearby land, in such excessive amounts that make it impossible for the soil and plants to absorb entirely.   Frequently, there are nutrient runoffs that contaminate water supplies, which in turn, kill fish, contaminate wells, and create unfavorable changes in aquatic ecosystems.  These wide-ranging and interconnected problems stem from conventional feedlot farming; when cows are grazed on grass, which give them less physical problems, these burdens naturally lessen.   


Feed for cattle – that is, corn and soybeans – are typically grown in monocultures, and that in itself is harmful to biodiversity.  At this point, U.S. livestock population alone consumes more than 7 times as much grain as is consumed by the entire American population.
  The detrimental effects of corn monoculture are many.  First of all, producing corn requires an excessive amount of fertilizer, and 40 percent of all the commercial fertilizer and herbicides applied to crops in the United States is corn for cattle feed.
  Grass-fed operations, on the other hand, can actually benefit biodiversity in several ways.  One study has predicted that switching from grain-fed to grass-fed systems could not only greatly reduce greenhouse gas emissions and improve water quality, but also decrease soil erosion by 50 to 80 percent and even restore native habitats – all outcomes that would serve to enhance biodiversity.


As can be seen, there are various benefits of grassfarming.  Having a local grass-fed operation, like that of Thousand Hills Cattle Company in Cannon Falls, is even more beneficial for the environment.  Studies have shown that deep-freezing and transporting of food via airplanes have a large impact on the environment, suggesting that deep-frozen vegetables “may have environmental burdens exceeding the effect associated with the primary production of organic meat.”
  Thousand Hills is a local, organic (though no certified), and grass-feeding cattle company – it will be examined in the proceeding section.

***

 
Thousand Hills Cattle Company is not a single farm; in fact, it is a consortium of family farms in Minnesota, Wisconsin, Nebraska, and Iowa that raise cattle according to the company’s standardized protocol.  The founder, Todd Churchill, was inspired by a New York Times article titled, “This Steer’s Life,” in which the author, Michael Pollan, traces the life of a conventionally-raised cow and in the process, illustrates everything that is wrong with beef production today.  Churchill, who graduated from St. Olaf College, decided to purchase a small farm in Cannon Falls, Minnesota to produce grass-fed beef.  “Sustainability and stewardship” are the guidelines for his company, says Churchill, whose organization now includes 20 family farms in the Midwest (“none of them are further away than an 8-hour drive”).  Thousand Hills Cattle Company beef is slaughtered and processed locally in Lorentz Meats, also located in Cannon Falls.  


When it comes to grassfarming, everything comes down to what the cattle are fed.  Thousand Hills raise their regionally sourced red and black Angus, Herefords, Black Gallaways on a diet of various grasses (Thousand Hills only accepts British breeds).   While the beef from Thousand Hills is not certified organic, the company does not use synthetic pesticides or herbicides; in fact, they are “prohibited for use on any pastures used for grazing or the harvesting of stored forages for winter feed.”
 Instead, the farmers use fortifying natural minerals in growing their grass.  The cattle are grazed on a diverse selection of grasses, vegetables, and herbs, some of which include perennial and annual grasses, Italian ryegrasses, orchardgrass, alfalfa, clovers, chicory, beets, and more.  The animals are only allowed to be fed on one type of grain – flax seed – and this must be grown without synthetic herbicides and/or pesticides.  Flax meals or flax oil byproducts are allowed, but only if they are certified organic products.  Molasses are also added to their diet.


Thousand Hills is also strict about what their cattle are prohibited from eating.  Grains, with the exception of flax seed, are entirely disallowed, along with corn silage, any genetically modified organism, and animal and fish byproducts.  Antibiotics and supplemental hormones, steroids, and artificial growth enhancers are prohibited from their diet as well.
  If a cow needs to be treated with antibiotics, vaccines, and such for veterinary reasons, all treatments have to be recorded and available for inspection.  

In Northfield, Thousand Hills Cattle Company beef is available in the Just Foods Co-op.  It is admittedly expensive (tenderloins are sold, on average, at around $10 each).  Some customers complain that it is too tough.  While these are valid criticisms, one should keep in mind that Americans consume about twice the recommended daily allowance for protein, and that this unhealthy trend is fueled by the cheap price of overproduced corn and the meats produced from conventional feedlot farms that use them.
  The low price of beef is artificial and industrial beef production is detrimental to one’s health as well as to the environment – in other words, it would not do much harm (in fact, it would be beneficial) to consume less beef.  As for toughness of meat, this is a well-warranted problem for grass-fed cattle.  Because the cows graze on pasture, looking and moving for food, they have more muscle and less fat than cattle that are confined in factory farms.  According to the chef and owner of Bayport Cookery, however, the grass-fed beef is more flavorful and tender, if not overcooked.
  The fat and marbling – standards Americans normally look for in quality beef – provide texture, not flavor.  I can attest to this as well, having taste-tested a steak from Thousand Hills myself.  


 The system is not perfect, by any means.  Ranchers in South America, for example, have been cutting down rain forest in order to make pasture fields for cattle.  Yet, in the United States, where there is land naturally suitable for grassfarming, there is no question about the benefits of switching to grass-fed beef production.  In addition to the problems with conventional cattle raising practices as shown above, there is also an inordinate amount of energy going into producing grain-fed beef – an average steer will consume roughly 284 gallons of oil in his lifetime.
  Indeed, studies have shown that if cattle and sheep were fed on only good-quality pasture, the energy inputs could be reduced by about half.
   In the end (taking moral dilemmas of meat-eating aside), it is a question of what one would rather eat, being fully informed of the processes involved in beef production.  Cows feeding on grains and hormones, toiling in manure, or cows grazing on lush pasture – the answer seems simple.  
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