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Breed type important when raising grass-fed beef

March 14, 2008
By ANDREA JOHNSON, Assistant Editor

Mark Erickson looks at his cow-calf pairs on pasture, and he likes the
traits the herd is exhibiting. . QR

Genetics can be a real headache for producers finishing cattle on grass.

There are many challenges with raising grass-finished cattle for meat,
but it starts with genetics.

In early October, Erickson expects each cow to still nurse a calf that is
more than half her size. Each cow needs a small frame and a deep
body, and she needs to stay in pretty good condition while raising that
calf.

He wants cows and calves that mature young.
Mark Erikson who ranches near the
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Three years ago, he purchased a three-quarter Lowline bull.

The first three-eighths Lowline calves came to market this fall.

Selection and breeding decisions he made three years ago have just begun to influence the direction of this
grass-finishing business.

Transitioning from grain- to grass-finished beef has not been easy, but it's worth the effort, said Erickson, of
Donnelly, Minnesota.
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The Mark and Deb Erickson farm, Boss Ridge Ranch, is located near the southeast edge of the Red River
Valley in Stevens County. The heavy and fertile soil needs extensive tiling for successful grain farming.

With grass farming, the Ericksons have taken a different approach.
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Erickson began moved away from grain production in 1994, when he started to experiment with rotational
grazing.

He's finished cattle on grass since 1998. Initially, the Ericksons direct marketed frozen grass-fed beef
products.

In 2003, he met Todd Churchill, owner of and procurement manager for Thousand Hills Cattle Company.
Thousand Hills Cattle Co. is a privately held grass-fed beef distributor.

The Minnesota-based company began conducting business in September 2003. The Ericksons began
supplying cattle in July of 2004.
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Thousand Hills Cattle Co. harvests and processes their meat through Lorentz Meats, of Cannon Falls, a USDA
Licensed Processing Facility.

To sell cattle to Thousand Hills Cattle Co., producers must verify each finishing animal's place of birth, breed,
age, ear tag number, cow/calf producer, and name and location of the finishing unit.

Each calf must remain on its mother's milk for at least 120 days, although nine to ten months of lactation is
preferred.

Once the calves are weaned, their diet includes pasture forages with no synthetic chemical pesticides or
herbicides, and grazed summer and winter annuals. The only supplemental feeds used are flax seed and
molasses.

All veterinary treatments, vaccines and/or worming treatments must be recorded and available for
inspection. Any animal treated with antibiotics or growth promotants does not qualify for the grass-fed
program.

The producers must also verify that humane handling procedures were used in loading, trucking and
restraint of the animals prior to slaughter.
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Today's operation

The Erickson operation includes 260 acres of grassland that are intensively grazed. The farm also includes 80
acres in soybeans.

There are 44 paddocks on the 260 acres of grassland.



Fencing is minimal - just one or two lines of telephone wire charged with 18,000 volts.
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Erickson is a Barenbrug seed salesman.

The 260 acres are seeded to tall fescue, perennial rye grass, Italian rye grass, Alice white clover and alfalfa.
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The mixture has a relative feed value of about 160.
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A fenced-in area around a small grove serves as the sacrifice pasture. The cattle stay in this pasture and are
fed hay when it is rainy.
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Deb's brother, Dave Raasch, recently rented the home farm from their mother, Evelyn. He also applied for
and received an EQIP grant to set up intensive rotational grazing.

This fall, the family brought in a fencing company. Using a combine converted into a fencing tool, posts were
pounded in around the perimeter of the 80-acre field. Four strands of high tensile wire keep the cattle in,
and the set up includes a portable water system to supply 13 permanent paddocks.

The Ericksons supply the cattle to harvest the Raasch pasture.
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finish beef. The animals were uncomfortable because of the heali ® ¢

Heavy rainfall in September along with plentiful grass and fast cattle weight gains have compensated in part
for hot weather challenges.

There is much to learn when finishing cattle on grass. Back to genetics, the finishing cattle need to be fully
mature so they put on fat. The good fat produced by eating a grass diet has correlating good nutritional
benefits for humans.

The Ericksons purchased some purebred Red Angus heifers from a ranch in western Nebraska. The heifers
were bred to produce grass-finishing breeding stock.

They also purchased some Registered Shorthorn heifers and some Herefords that will be serviced by
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While the Erickson operation is not organically certified, the Food Alliance Midwest certifies it. This third-
party certification program offers a certification seal that indicates the foods were raised at local farms that
are environmentally friendly and socially responsible.

There are over 50 certified farms in Minnesota, Wisconsin, North Dakota and South Dakota. All of Thousand
Hills Cattle Co. suppliers are certified through the Food Alliance Midwest.

Even though Erickson has worked with intensive rotational grazing for about 22 years, he still sees there is
much to learn. He reads a lot to learn more about the benefits of eating grass-finished beef.

He also studies his own practices to make sure he is maximizing the nutritional value and the quality of the
products he raises for customers.
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