Culling the Sacred Cow
By Kate Yegerlehner


Do you have any sacred cows on your farm?  I decided to look up sacred cow in the dictionary, and it is defined as “any person or thing regarded as above criticism or attack.”  Let’s be honest…it’s human nature to have a loftier view of our own way of doing things.  It is generally also human nature to resist change.  And there is a time for standing firm, when not being swayed by fads and fashions is admirable and right.  But maybe right now we need to look at our lives with a more critical eye.  There might just be some sacred cows lurking around that are acting like a ball and chain.

I have to be one of the most blessed people in the world.  For many reasons, but in this pertinent instance it’s because my dad is a farmer who has always been willing to try new things, always pushed the envelope.  And his dad was open-minded enough to let him.  This great gift has been both exemplified to and expected of me, and so my resistance to making changes on our farm is relatively low.  That is not to say I never have difficulty letting go of old ways (or my ways).

Case in point:  We are going to make a lot less hay this year.  It’s all custom done by a neighbor now, as we sold our haymaking equipment several years ago.  In years previous, somewhere on the order of 120 acres of pasture has gone into one cutting of round bales.  This year will probably be more like 30 acres.  Two years ago we used almost every bale on the farm to get through the winter.  Are we crazy?  Maybe.  I prefer to look at it as an act of faith.  Either way I confess it’s not easy to refrain from worrying about the “what-ifs.”  What if we run out of stockpiled pasture and have to buy expensive hay?  What if we have extended periods of deep snow to reduce the grazing efficiency of the pasture that’s there?  I guess those are bridges we will cross…if we get to them.  One fact is guaranteed.  Making less hay means reducing our costs by several thousand dollars.

The main reason we are even able to do this is because of the changes we have made in our grazing management.  Implementing some mob grazing/high density managed grazing techniques has increased the productivity of our pastures.  Granted, there are tradeoffs.  Cows grazed on more mature forages give a little less milk.  A few of the calves don’t grow as quickly as they might otherwise (which is greatly influenced by how much milk they’re getting from the nurse cow…and I learned enough of what not to do last year that this year’s calf crop is looking pretty good as a rule).  Also this year we’re grazing our finishing steers alongside the yearlings, the group that grazes the most mature pastures.  Perhaps they will fatten more slowly, though they seem to be doing fine as I write this in early July.  In exchange for these “disadvantages,” however, we’re seeing better drought tolerance, amplified organic matter, more plentiful dung beetles (working on more cow patties than slurry), and more stockpiled pasture to graze in the winter and early spring (in just one year!).  Our expectation is that this second year will bring even more increase.  Additionally, though I haven’t taken a cow census, I suspect my numbers will be down just a bit for this winter, too, which would provide some cushion in this transitional period.
Incidentally, the only hay we’re thinking of making is part of our 80 acres of winter pasture, consisting of mostly reclaimed coal-mined ground.  This piece of land is where all the cows, springing heifers and second-year steers are wintered (young stock and bulls are kept on the home farm).  Two of the paddocks have a fair amount of reed canary grass, which seems to be pretty unpalatable after a hard freeze turns it brown.  There has been more fescue coming in amidst the canary grass the last couple years, though.  This is where we’ll make the hay.  Last year was extremely wet until late June and then it turned dry.  Once we finally got the hay made, the pastures didn’t grow back much.  I know it will be more beneficial for moisture conservation, for soil improvement, and for winter grazing (be it snowy or muddy) to let the cows harvest mature pastures than to make hay and have minimal regrowth to graze.
This is just one of the sacred cows we’ve sacrificed over the years.  When we started making cheese on-farm we cut out grain-feeding to all our cattle.  We had been feeding at very low levels for several years previously.  I remember when we were at this crossroads, we were trying to decide whether to start the season feeding grain, boost production at first and then wean them off (our spring-calving herd never received grain during the winter dry period) or leave it out altogether.  I could laugh at our logic now.  We decided there would be no grain, thank goodness.  “Real” cows don’t need grain because their digestive systems weren’t designed for it!  Our herd is one of a growing number of herds that not only survive but thrive without a speck of corn or soybeans or any other kind of grain (save for a few grass seedheads over the past 10 years).  If you are considering this option for your herd, transition needs be done gradually.  Feeding low levels of grain for a period of time will help the cows adapt.  Even so, you may still find as we did that you will have to sell some animals that just don’t fit this management scenario genetically.
Some of the most drastic changes we’ve made, such as getting out of grain farming and converting from TMR feeding to predominantly grazing, dictated that we had to sell a lot of equipment for pennies on the dollar just to get rid of it.  Many farmers have difficulty in parting with equipment they’ve spent their hard-earned money on and feel obligated to continue the practices that equipment is involved in, but if you’re not making a profit with it or it’s not aiding in healing the land, what good is it doing your farm?
We have found that one of the keys to profitability in a grazing operation is lowering input and overhead costs.  As our farm went through the major superficial changes of confinement-based to grass-based, what we saw was a reduced output per animal unit (while simultaneously animal health began to improve).  It is important to note that a reduced output is not negative when it is more natural for the animal.  But this lower yield can only be more profitable when the expenses subtracted from it are even lower.  It’s imperative to look at the big picture.

Another natural way to increase profitability is through value-added products.  Lowering overhead and input costs wasn’t going to be enough for us unless we milked a lot more cows.  Since we didn’t want to expand that much and we were producing something that was very different than the commercial market offers, marketing our own products gave us a good bit more control over our prices.


Several years ago we were introduced to Holistic Resource Management (HRM).  One of the premises of HRM is that “everything is connected to everything.”  Developed by Allan Savory, HRM is a decision-making framework born out of his research concerning the problem of desertification.  If you are in one of the regions of the country that has experienced prolonged drought recently, or where most things grow in large round green circular patterns, you might find some hope for the future here.  Today HRM is helping to heal lands on various continents, chiefly using livestock and controlled grazing.  In writing this article I started doing a little research on Savory and got a glimpse of his fascinating journey.  It would be well worth your time to read up on him and his methods if you haven’t already.

There are whole books written on the subject, and since I am certain I can’t do justice to fully explaining the concept, I’ll just describe a bit of what I know about the way we’ve been managing our own farm holistically.

First, we take stock of what we have: everything that falls under our management.  This consists of people, resources (such as land) and money.  Second is defining our goals.  For us, that included things like more permanent green on the farm, more time for community and humanitarian needs, providing resources for the next generation on the farm, becoming debt-free, and educating those around us.  It’s interesting to see how some of the decisions we’ve implemented have moved us toward certain goals but farther away from others.  For example, on-farm processing was a decision that allowed me to stay on the farm, working with my parents.  But on-farm processing (and marketing the products) decreased the amount of free time we had for family and community involvement.  Again, everything is connected to everything.  Many other factors are involved, but from here we begin to envision ways to accomplish those goals within the parameters of our own resources and limitations, all the while recognizing the impacts our course of action will have on everything from the ecosystem to our quality of life.

Another precept of HRM is that as we go about implementing the decisions we’ve made, we should make the assumption that we are probably wrong.  That may sound harsh, but if we always assume we are right there is no room for improvement.  Call it humility if you want.  Humility is a lot more constructive than pride any day.  

A characteristic of anything that is alive is growth.  Growing things change.  If we stop growing and changing, our epitaph is as good as written.  So go ahead.  Do some sleuth work and root out those sacred cows.  Though it might hurt for a moment, you could just find it to be a truly liberating experience.

If you’d like to learn more about the economic, environmental and social benefits of HRM, www.holisticmanagement.org is a good place to start.
