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Grass-fed beef brings premium price, at higher cost
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Sales of grass-fed beef have been on the rise for the last five years at 100 percent per year, according to Renee
Cheung, managing partner of Bonterra Partners in San Francisco.

Cheung coauthored a report with Paul McMahon, managing partner at SLM Partners titled Back to Grass: the
Market Potential for U.S. Grassfed Beef. The report can be found online at
www.stonebarnscenter.org/articles/from-pasture-to-plate.html.

Grass-fed beef is currently a small, niche market, making up about 4 percent of the U.S. beef market in terms of
sales, but it is growing faster than antibiotic-free or organic beef, Cheung said.

The grass-fed beef market faces several challenges, Cheung said:

Tony Turri, owner of Turri Family Farms in Paskenta, says raising grass-fed cattle is more costly and challenging than running a
conventional herd, but there is the advantage of a premium price when it comes time to process the beef. 
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Grass-fed beef has a 70 percent premium compared to conventional, antibiotic-free or organic beef.
The supply chain for moving grass-fed beef from the ranch to the customer is much more expensive.
Cost of production is much higher.
Domestic producers face competition from imported grass-fed beef.

With conventional beef, the supply chain is streamlined and much cheaper, which allows for thinner margins
because of the huge volumes, Cheung said, but with grass-fed beef the supply chain is very different.

For instance, the processing facilities for conventional beef can handle approximately 5,000 animals per day,
compared to the grass-fed beef, where they may only process a few per day, Cheung said.

Also with conventional beef, the slaughterhouses do everything, and some of them have feedlots and their own
distribution, Cheung said.

"On the grass-fed beef side, we don't have any equivalent large meatpacker currently, so basically after the
animal is slaughtered, it usually goes to a branded beef program that sells grass-fed beef," Cheung said, adding
the entire supply chain for grass-fed beef takes longer, and each segment charges more, compared to
conventional beef.

Tony Turri, owner of Turri Family Farms in Paskenta, raises and sells grass-fed beef privately.

Turri agreed that grass-fed beef is definitely more expensive to raise, and that processing is expensive and
extremely challenging for small-scale grass-fed producers.

Turri has to travel 250 miles to the coast or 250 miles to the Central Valley to have his animals processed.

"The slaughter process and the distribution for the small-scale person is extremely tough," Turri said.

Another challenge is ensuring that the beef being sold is actually grass-fed beef, he said.

Two things need to happen to bring grass-fed beef prices down for the consumer, Cheung said:

The supply chain needs to become more efficient, through aggregation or consolidation.
The cost of production for producers needs to come down.

Whether consolidation happens, aggregation would definitely help, Cheung said.

"If there's a way for more ranchers to aggregate their volume and send it all at the same time to the
slaughterhouse, or work with the same slaughter facility, then maybe they can all end up paying a bit less,"
Cheung said, adding grass-fed-branded programs like Panorama Meat have currently been filling that role.

Panorama Meat buys beef from 40-45 different ranchers, Cheung said. Once they have enough volume, they
send the animals to processing and pay less than the producer who only sells 10 animals a year, she added.

Producers could do some of the distribution themselves so that they don't have to pay a specialty meat distributor
to sell their beef, Cheung said.

Another challenge is most producers aren't currently profitable, but there are some grass-fed producers who are
profitable, and they are using two strategies: scaling up production and practicing regenerative agriculture to
lower feed costs.

"If you can scale up your grass finishing, then your overall cost of production, on a per head basis, will probably
come down and allow you to be profitable more easily," Cheung said.

Regenerative agriculture is another way producers can lower their costs of production, she said.



9/1/2017 Grass-fed beef brings premium price, at higher cost

http://www.agalert.com/story/Default.aspx?id=11125 3/4

"Regenerative agriculture is beyond sustainable agriculture. It is really working with nature and raising the
animals so that the soil is being regenerated," Cheung said.

By using regenerative agriculture, the land will grow more grass to feed the animals, instead of having to spend
more money to buy feed from outside sources, she said.

This allows producers to have very low feed costs and grow and feed their animals year round, because they've
been able to build enough soil fertility, Cheung explained.

Competition from imports also presents challenges, she said.

"About 75-80 percent of the grass-fed beef that's consumed in the U.S. right now is actually imported from other
countries like Australia and Uruguay, and they are cheaper than U.S. grass-fed beef," Cheung said.

Grass-fed beef production is expensive and risky, but even so Turri plans to expand his operation in the future.
He plans to sell directly to a distributor or a company that's already doing grass-fed beef, he said.

Doing this would give Turri more time to focus on raising his animals and attend to his day-to-day duties.

Turri is putting a big emphasis on genetics for animals that are suited to grass-fed production.

"You need to have, in my opinion, a specific type animal. It doesn't have to be a small animal, it just needs to be
an efficient animal that can convert forage very efficiently and put on pounds," Turri said.

"We're trying some genetics from Alabama right now that are really interesting," he said, "and these cows were
developed and bred for grass-fed beef in Alabama."

Turri made this genetic change three years ago, and the first animals will be processed this summer.

Before expanding, Turri said, he is adamant that he wants a quality product.

"It's a slow process," he said, and he's putting an even a bigger emphasis into range improvement.

Turri's end goal is to create a drought-resistant operation.

"When you have a good year like this year, it's awesome, but we want to be able to still manage and survive
when we have drought years," he said.

"That's been our focus," Turri said, adding that when the genetics and range improvement come together, he
anticipates seeing some success.

The opportunities for grass-fed beef to grow beyond a niche market are there, Cheung said.

"It's definitely doable—it's just a matter of being willing to work together, find a way to sell your beef, and get
the message out to the consumers," Cheung said.

(Kathy Coatney is a reporter in Bend, Ore. She may be contacted at kacoatney@gmail.com.)

Permission for use is granted, however, credit must be made to the California Farm Bureau Federation when
reprinting this item.
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