Centerpieces and Holons
By Kate Yegerlehner

	I am not sure just when it was that I began learning what a holon is.  When we first bought some feeder pigs to utilize the whey by-product our new cheesemaking venture produced in the early 2000’s, the word holon became part of our vocabulary.  Described as “independent dependencies”, they exist to add value or reduce costs of an existing enterprise.
While visiting relatives in Switzerland in 1996, our family stayed for a couple days in the Alps at a cheesery where all the cows from the village below were milked for the summer.  That they had pigs present to consume the whey fascinated my dad.  Subsequently, a few years later pigs were reintroduced to our farm for the first time since my great-grandpa raised them.
	The pigs have only ever been a holon for us this time around.  We buy a few each spring...only as many as we think the volume of whey or other discarded dairy products from that year will feed.  We could sell more pork, but that would require buying extra feed.  Our dairy is seasonal, and though in late spring and early summer the pig food supply is plentiful, when production drops in late lactation (and when the pigs are a lot bigger), appetites can exceed production.  Not to mention that in the fall many of our customers like to stock up on frozen milk for the winter, and there is no by-product on those days!  In these instances buying some grain has helped extend the whey.  We have found buying the pigs a little bigger in the spring gives us a jump start on getting them fattened before late fall, too.
	As indicated, the dairy is our centerpiece enterprise.  Before we began processing cheese and other dairy products on-farm, my parents also grew corn, soybeans, and some wheat.  There was some overlap in that the cows ate some of the grain produced, but basically the setup was more of a double-enterprise.  The cows may have added more value to the grain than selling it on the commodity market (this was before we knew what feeding grain does to cows), but that would be about the end of the mutually-benefitting relationship.  Dad recognized that conventional production of commodity products could only be sustained if we continued to grow bigger and bigger.  In the late 90’s he and Mom made the decision to sell out of the grain production business and concentrate on the dairy.  
Though we had begun differentiating the milk we were producing by implementing rotational grazing, it was still sold on the undifferentiated commercial market.   After much thought and prayer, Mom and Dad made the decision to produce cheese on the farm.  That same year we eliminated all grain from the cows’ diets, further setting our product apart.  Since that time, a whole line of unpasteurized pet products including the likes of milk, curds, cultured butter, cottage cheese, and buttermilk among other things, has been added to the selection available to our customers.  Interestingly, skim milk and buttermilk are two by-products of butter-making that can have added value as pig food, but can contribute even more profitability to the centerpiece sold directly as a pet food or part-skim milk cheese.
Pigs are not the only holon we have tried to develop on our dairy.  We have a small market for naturally-suckled pink veal.  The profitability of this holon likely depends on the volume of milk the cow produces (which has a direct bearing on how much milk the calf will consume over 2-3 months!).  I will crunch some numbers on that this winter, because if it is not adding value to the milk, I need to reevaluate how we produce the veal.  This could be as simple as only leaving a calf on the low-producing cows or mastitis cows.
Grass-fed beef started out as a holon for us as well.  Not that we knew what we were doing when we started, of course.  Keep in mind that we had a dairy herd since 1950.  When we began seasonal production and grazing intensively, we bought and raised cows of different breeds in search of the type of cow that would produce and reproduce on grass.  It wasn’t until about 2005 that I went to a seminar Gearld Fry taught on grass-fed cattle genetics.  Since then I’ve been trying to apply what I learned/am learning, mostly from within my own herd since then.  The danger in that, I’m finding, is that when you have a high degree of heterozygosity (crossbreeding) and you know what you want but only kind of know what you’re doing, it takes a few years to get back on track if you get off.  With cows, of course… lag time is less with smaller animal species.
As we started selling some beef along with our dairy products, my genetic focus began to shift more towards dual purpose types.  This has not necessarily been wrong, but I have realized this fall that in this pursuit, the profitability of the dairy centerpiece has been compromised somewhat.  In essence we have been gravitating away from a holonic enterprise and towards a multiple-enterprise set-up.  At the SGF Business School I learned this is okay as long as each enterprise has the same customer base, which is true for us.  However, you must focus your time and energy on what you are really good at.  We are good at producing quality dairy products, but less skilled at finishing grass-fed steers.  So why are we trying so hard to do this when those same acres of pasture now feeding steers could be grazed by a few more milk cows?
I don’t think I will need to drastically alter the type of cow I am after.  I believe a moderately-producing milk cow that will put on flesh during lactation fits our purposes much better than the high-producer that won’t.  However, if the dairy is to remain my centerpiece enterprise, this does mean that the trait of milk production (at whatever quantity is deemed optimum) must be a high priority.  Of equal importance for cheese and butter making is the butterfat and protein content of the milk.
Grass-fed beef can still be a part of our product line.  We already sell our healthy cull cows as various types of sausages and hamburger.  At the business school, Allan told us that a steer is the hardest class of animal to finish.  Next easiest is an open 2 or 3 year old heifer, and the easiest is an old dry cow or an old bull.  Considering our skill set, it’s making a lot of sense to me to quit keeping as many bull calves for beef.  Even if I didn’t want to milk more cows, being more selective on which heifers reproduce and fattening the others for beef might be a better option for us than the steers.
There is room for more holonic growth on our farm, but one of our current limiting factors is the number of people we have (labor).  Holons can be a great way to allow people on your team room to grow.  So this winter we are going to look at that, and also how we can prepare to bring more people onto the team.  Nothing ever seems to stay exactly the same around here for long…evidently we keep finding out how much we don’t know!  Stay tuned as the saga continues…
