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Let Them Eat Grass! 

Innovative Extension project shows consumers and farmers how to enjoy the benefits of “Grass-Fed” animal products

By Joanna Green
Cornell Small Farms Program

Are you a small-scale farmer looking for an enjoyable, environmentally sound, AND profitable business idea? Maybe you should consider teaming up with consumers who are looking for a healthier AND more delicious diet. A diet based on grass!

There is a new agricultural movement in the U.S. aimed at producing healthier, happier animals while meeting consumer’s demand for food they feel good about. The “Grass-Fed” movement promotes livestock grazing as a more enjoyable and less stressful lifestyle for both farmers and farm animals. A growing number of consumers are turning to grass-fed meats, poultry, dairy products and eggs as a way to enjoy animal products without feeling guilty about the environment, animal welfare, or their own diet. 

Joan Petzen, Agricultural Extension Issue Leader with Cornell Cooperative Extension –Allegany/Cattaraugus Counties, thinks “grass-fed” is a great opportunity for small farmers in her western New York area. “We’ve done a lot of work with grazing out here in the last few years,” says Petzen. “We have very active pasture groups in Cattaraugus, Allegany and Chautauqua Counties.” 

Petzen credits her colleagues in Cooperative Extension, Natural Resource Conservation Service, Seneca Trail Resource Conservation and Development, and the New York Pasture Association (NYPA) with creating a strong partnership to support grazing. But until recently, she hadn’t given much thought to the role consumers could play in supporting this kind of farming.

Family-Friendly Farming

All that changed when Petzen heard about the work of Joel Salatin, a Virginia farmer and author who has pioneered small-scale grass-based farming systems. 

Salatin’s books include Pastured Poultry Profit$: Net $23,000 in Six Months on 20 Acres; Salad Bar Beef: The Entrepreneur’s Guide to Start and Succeed in a Farming Enterprise; and Family Friendly Farming: A Multi-Generational Home-Based Business Testament. His family’s farm, Polyface, Inc. (“Farm of Many Faces”) has been featured in Smithsonian Magazine and National Geographic. 

“Joel is passionate about family-friendly farming,” says Petzen. “He’s inspiring and he has a lot of dirt-under-the fingernail experience.” She first heard about Salatin from a local pasture group member who suggested bringing him to western New York to generate interest in producing and marketing grass-fed livestock. “I got excited about the possibilities,” says Petzen. “I see all this land growing up in brush around us, and it really could be excellent pasture land.”
Petzen set to work with a group of farmers and colleagues from Extension and NRCS to organize a series of workshops with Salatin. She applied for and received an “Innovative Small Farm Education Grant” from Cornell’s Small Farms Program, which helped keep the workshops affordable for participants.

Workshops Inspire Western NY Farmers and Consumers

Workshop organizers recognized that it wasn’t enough to get farmers interested in producing grass-fed products. They wanted to begin to develop a local demand for direct-marketed, grass-fed products. Organizers worked with Salatin to plan two workshops for consumers, and two for farmers. 

“Eat Better Than You Ever Dreamed Possible” was held on October 10, 2002 in Fredonia, NY and again on October 11, in Allegany, NY and attracted more than 120 interested consumers. They learned from Salatin about the health benefits of grass-fed meats, and were able to meet local producers like Keith Freeman and Jane Burlingame, who are already raising livestock using Salatin’s methods. And they got a chance to network with like-minded consumers, nutritionists and farmers interested in building up a local grass-fed industry. 

The farmer workshops “Farming For Profit, Pleasure, and Production,” were held on October 11, 2002 in Randolph, NY, and again on October 12 in Alfred, NY. One hundred and forty-five farmers attended the workshops. There they heard from Salatin not only about production issues – like “letting the animals do the work” – but also about the need to develop strong relationships with consumers who will seek out and support local farmers. 

“People were really inspired by what Salatin had to say!” says Petzen. “Folks in the consumer workshops were so excited to make connections with local farmers – it was almost like a rally!” She says farmers had so many questions for Salatin that the speaker could hardly get out of the room.

As one indication that western New York farmers are serious about this new enterprise, Petzen points out that 95 of the 145 farmers participating in the workshops also purchased one of Salatin’s books. “I think if farmers are willing to invest $25 in one of these books, on top of the $20 workshop fee, that shows some serious interest.” Seventy-five percent of farmers at the workshops reported that they plan to do something with grass-fed livestock in the coming season. 

A Growing Trend?

Interest in grass-fed beef, pork and poultry is at an all-time high among New York’s small-scale farmers. With growing numbers of consumers and restaurants looking for healthful, local products, pasture-based livestock farming offers a promising opportunity. Joan Petzen and her colleagues In Western New York think the potential is huge. “This kind of enterprise is something that’s really needed in our area. I expect to see a lot more grass farming next year and in years to come.”

For more information about grass-farming and other small farm topics, visit the Small Farms Program web site at: www.smallfarms.cornell.edu.

Sidebar:

Grass Farming Resources

Cornell Small Farms Web Site: www.smallfarms.cornell.edu 

NY Pasture Association. Contact Janice Brown at 716-466-7680.

Grass-Fed Animal Products: Good for Animals, People, and the Planet. http://www.consciouschoice.com/food/grassfed1411.html 

Graze-NY: www.grazeny.com 

Northeast Pasture Research and Extension Consortium: www.umaine.edu/grazingguide 
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Grazing creates beautiful landscapes.
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Lush spring pasture.
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Ewes on pasture, with portable unit providing shade and water.
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Sheep can be grazed through the winter, even in snow cover.

