 Organic Grassfed Beef Case Study: Jahn Ravenscroft, Nenzel, Nebraska
As you travel south of Nenzel, the narrow hard surfaced road winds through sandy hills covered with grass and forbs and lowland meadows, and suddenly ends at a cluster of homes and ranch buildings. This is headquarters of the John Ravenscroft family ranch in the north central Nebraska Sandhills.
Three Bar Cattle Co., a family owned sub chapter S Corporation, was started in the mid 1960’s by John’s grandfather and father.  The ranch is located in the center of Cherry County in the Nebraska Sandhills.  It is operated by John and his family including his wife, Cheryl; son Eric and his wife Shannon, and their four children; son Kevin and his wife Liz and their two children, and son Brant and his wife Emily and daughter.  Brant is currently attending college at USDS at Brookings, South Dakota.

Production Model  

The Ravenscroft ranch’s low-cost, grass-based production model has been influenced by Holistic Management (www.savoryinstitute.com and www.holisticmanagement.org), which John first learned about in the mid 1980s.  The beef cows, yearling, and small sheep herd are utilized to manage and harvest forages from their diverse, Sandhills’ landscape. 
Implementing Holistic Management practices has improved forage resources while reducing purchased inputs, enabling the entire ranch to become certified organic and diversify into organic, grass- finished beef production.  The addition of the grass-finished enterprise has enabled the ranch to produce a higher valued end product. The Ravenscrofts have selected the cows with desirable traits and placed those cows’ offspring into the grass-finishing program to utilize the highest quality forages on the ranch. The majority of the cattle herd is used to produce naturally-raised (raised without antibiotics and hormone implants) yearlings, which are marketed in August. 

John believes that the grass-finishing program will require modifications to their low cost production model because of the need for faster gains and a second wintering period required for the grass-finished cattle to reach market weight at the desired age and time of year.  The grass-finishing herd will also require additional genetic improvements and higher quality feed during the winter to increase rates of gains during that period.
Why  

John attended Holistic Management training in 1985, taught by founder of the management framework, Alan Savory.  He began to develop and implement a Holistic Management plan for the ranching operation.  In addition to begin to plan their grazing, in 1986, the calving season was moved later in the year to better utilize grass resources.  
As the Ravenscrofts began to shift their genetics to place more emphasis upon easy fleshing animals,  John realized that the coming calves would likely also be adapted to a grass-finishing program.   
Diversification into grass-finishing provided the ranch an opportunity to spread out their marketing timeline versus only selling yearling cattle to feedlots.  In addition, the historical, grass-fed price seemed to be more stable from year to year than the commodity market.    
It also provided an opportunity to convert the ranch’s forage resources into a higher value product for sale.  For example, if unharvested, standing grass hay is valued at an approximate yield of one ton per acre price of $40 per ton, grazing that ton of forage could produce $200 per acre of grass-fed meat.
John shares, “A few of the things we like about grass-finished cattle are low-input cattle, access to a consistent market, knowing the market price, and selling a healthy product to consumers.”
Farm, Soil, and Climate  

Blowing and shifting sand created the fragile Sandhills, which are stabilized by native grasses and forbs. The diverse Sandhills’ landscape is characterized by sub-irrigated meadows in the valleys, sandwiched between ridges of upland hill grass. Rainfall averages just under 21 inches per year at Nenzel. Rainwater percolates through the sandy soil of the uplands and creates the sub-irrigated meadows. This creates Sandhills lakes and, over time, the Ogallala aquifer.  
Upland hills grass species include big bluestem, little bluestem, prairie sand reedgrass, gamma grass, and switchgrass.  The lowland, wet meadows forage species include Reed canarygrass, red clover, timothy, Indiangrass, and bromegrass.  While the meadows have never been broken up into cropland, some or the forage species have been introduced through over seeding and grazing practices.
Pasture/Grazing Management  

All of the ranch is managed using the principles of Holistic Management(, and has been certified organic since 2007.  Management goals are to graze forages for as many days as possible during the year, reduce hay harvesting, and, when necessary, to feed hay on pastures to improve finishing performance or supplement winter grazing.
The grazing plan is based upon the land, grass species, and grass growth.  The first grazing rotation in the spring is a fast, flash graze to manage the spring grass growth.  As the warm-season grasses begin rapid growth in June, the rotations are slowed and the forage is either grazed a second time, harvested for hay or stockpiled for winter grazing.

Upland warm season pastures are grazed twice during the growing season. The re-growth is stockpiled after the second grazing to provide winter grazing.  A pasture grazed twice by the end of July will have the remainder of the growing season to recover, re-grow roots, and produce high-quality grass for winter grazing. 

The sub-irrigated meadow pastures contain both cool- and warm-season forage species and are grazed four times during a growing season, due to their faster growth, longer season of production, and higher yield potential.  These meadows, when stockpiled, will have some green grass all winter.
One quarter section (160 acres) of land is irrigated of a seeded mixture of alfalfa, red clover, and cool season grasses and irrigated with a center pivot, provides an early-season grazing.  It is then cut twice for hay and later stockpiled for the fourth harvest. This early grazing gives the native meadow grasses growing elsewhere more time to grow.


A recently installed K-Line irrigation system covering 200 acres of sub-irrigated native grass, provides high quality forages for grass-finishing during the summer.
Winter Feeding   

Calves destined for grass finishing stay with their mothers until they are weaned, at the end of March.  During the winter, these cows and calves graze stockpiled warm-season grasses and meadow pasture regrowth, with supplemental grass hay provided, as needed, to maintain cow condition and keep calves growing.   

During their winter, yearlings on the grass finishing program graze stockpiled grass and receive 15-20 pounds of prairie hay per day.  This amounts to approximately one bale of prairie hay during the winter season.  The goal for the yearlings is to gain ¾ pound per day during the winter. This then, puts them in a position to utilize compensatory gains the following summer of 2.5 to 3 pounds per day.
Beef Herd Management 

The Ravenscroft ranch’s low-cost, grass-based production model is built upon easy fleshing genetics and timing the animal production cycle to make best use of the growth of the ranch’s forage resources.  
In 2005, after hearing a Gerald Fry presentation in Jackson, Mississippi, they decided to begin cow selection based upon linear measurement and ultra sound data.  The ranch’s 1,400 cow herd was initially sorted down to 300 head which were evaluated by Gerald Fry (.  Ultimatetly, 220 cows were selected for the grass-finishing cow herd, which cows tended to be easy fleshing, thick Angus-based cows.  The cow herd designated for the grass-finishing program, has been bred to Rotokawa Devon bulls to produce steers which are finer-boned with higher meat to bone ratio and better tenderness.  John thinks you can find tender animals in any breed, but you have a better chance with British breeds.  
A later calving season, better timed to match cow nutrient needs for growth and lactation to grass growth saves on winter feed for the bred cow herd.  The calving season begins May 1st for the conventional herd and the 60-day calving season begins June 1st for the cows selected to produce calves for the grass finishing herd.  The grass-fi cow herd will be pastured as one herd, with additional conventional cows that have not calved by the first of June in order to simplify management of later calving cows.
The calves remain with the cows during their first winter until they are weaned at 7 to 9 months of age at the end of March.  The older age helps to reduce stress at weaning.  The weaning process involved placing the cows in a large corral and allowing the calved to remain in an adjoining pasture.  The cows are fed in the corral and the calves are fed hay and allowed to wander around the pasture in a dust-free environment.  The corral system is used because they do not have good enough fences for pasture fence-line weaning.  
For simplicity, following weaning, the conventional and grass-finishing stockers are treated the same and often run together in the same herd.  Current market opportunities and type of animal will determine the specific market programs where the ranch will target sales. Yearling cattle being sold into conventional markets. Conventional yearling cattle take advantage of summer grass to get good gains and are sold at 750 to 900 lbs in September at 16 to 17 months. 
After their second summer on grass, the calves which will enter the grass finished program will be fed hay and graze stockpiled grass during their 2nd winter on the ranch. The winter feeding program is designed to provide steady gains and frame growth which will enable high compensatory growth rates once they are moved to spring pastures.  The 26 to 28 month old cattle finish best on green summer and fall grasses from July to September.  They are marketed at 1,050 to 1,100 pounds.  However John would like to increase finished weights by 100 pounds through better genetics and higher gains during the winter feeding period.  
Low stress handling techniques include the use of two jersey steers as herd leaders.  During moves to new pasture paddocks, the cattle are trained to follow the pickup or 4 wheeler.
Herd Health  

The Holistic Management low-cost beef and pasture management practices serve as the foundation for the ranch’s animal health program.  Maintaining a closed cow herd and limiting purchases to bulls and a few stocker animals helps to minimize the risk of bringing in new diseases.  Calf vaccinations are limited to blackleg at branding time.  Low-stress weaning strategies and weaning at older ages helps to prevent sickness in the calves.  The greatest risk of sickness in calves is respiratory diseases in the fall, which, when necessary, is treated with a sulfa tablets and liquamycin.  A treated calf is identified with a DR ear tag and removed from the grass-fed program.  Most antibiotic treatment occurs to calves, which are then wither often kept for family consumption own beef or sold to consumers with documentation of treatment history.  

 In the past, the calves received the typical ranch vaccination program, however with management changes, reduced sickness led to a reduced need for vaccinations. An economic analysis determined that if it cost $5 per head to give shots, you could lose one calf per 100 head and break even.  The ranch’s death loss is not enough to justify the additional expense.  Preconditioning shots for yearlings are not as critical as with calves because buyers want to know what vaccinations calves have received.

The cow health program is based upon a closed herd and rotational grazing movement through paddocks which helps to reduce fly problems.  Lice is becoming less of a problem each year since the cows seem to build up a resistance and the closed herd helps to prevent introduction of new infestations. Cows do not receive annual vaccinations or pour on treatments for lice or fly control.
Marketing  

The ranch’s simplified production system has created several niche marketing options for the beef and lamb that are available in addition to traditional markets. Current marketing including: finished animals as certified organic ornaturally raised, calves, yearlings, grass finished, direct---marketed, auction barn, 
The ranch began grass finishing cattle in 2006 when Gerald Fry evaluated their calves and selected fifty to enter a grass-finishing program.  These cattle were marketed to Thousand Hills Cattle Company, MN in 2007.  Each year the number of grass fattened cattle has increased, with 275-head marketed in 2010.
The cattle market during the summer of 2010 was so high that was tempting to sell yearlings rather than carryover to grass finish, but John realized it is difficult to jump in and out of the grass-finished market.

In 2010, 260 grass finished animals were marketed from July to September at 24- to 26-months of age, weighing 1,050 to 1,100 pounds, with all of the carcasses grading select, and meeting the buyer’s standards.  Thousand Hills Cattle Company has been their longest term and largest buyer.  

For the first time two semi loads of organic grass-finished cattle were sold to Whole Foods for a $70 per cwt carcass premium.    Six animals were also direct marketed that year.
A goal for the marketing program is to increase direct marketing of beef, sheep, and goats.  John is working with a new area golf course to feature grass fed beef and to market sheep and goats to its’ Hispanic workers. 
Summary-Challenges  

· Improving genetics and the winter feeding program to increase daily gains and finishing weights.
· Implementation of multi species grazing with sheep and goats.
· Increasing direct marketing opportunities for grass fed beef, sheep, and goats.
Keys to the Operation

· Holistic Management concepts and practices

· Low cost of production

· Moved to later calving season

· Managing grass and cattle for extended grazing season instead of making and feeding hay

· All land is certified organic and herd management practices are the same to allow for simplicity in management and record keeping.

