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Dry Winter Ropes Ranchers 
Pastures Produce Little for Beef Cattle, Raising Feed Costs 
and Cutting Profits 
 

By JUSTIN SCHECK 

The dry winter has left the Bay Area beef business parched. 

With precipitation about 50% below normal, and long stretches of cold, rainless 
days through mid-March, "the grass has just stalled," says Kevin Maloney, who 
has 60 head of cattle on his Fallon Hills Ranch in Tomales, near the Marin 
County coast. 

As a result, cattle grazing in pastures from Sonoma in the North Bay to the 
rangelands of San Benito County south of San Jose spent much of the winter 
picking over brown stubble and subsisting on baled hay rather than munching 
the lush green grasses that typically blanket the hills. 
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Rancher Joe Morris herds his cattle near Hollister this week. Mr. Morris, who is 
considered a local expert on sustainable grazing, reduced the size of his herd 
because of the poor pasture conditions this winter. 
 

These tough conditions are eating up profits in an industry undergoing big 
changes. Over the past decade or so, some Bay Area ranchers have ditched 
the old wholesale beef business—in which ranchers raise cattle for a year 
before selling them to feedlots—to sell directly to restaurants and consumers 
who pay a premium for local, grass-fed beef. 

Direct selling has boosted profitability, ranchers say, but higher expenses and 
slower cattle growth rates this winter have taken a toll. To feed their herds, 
ranchers bought hay at double the typical market price, leased additional 
rangeland, or cut the size of their herds. 

"It's probably costing us from a quarter to a third more to produce a steer now," 
compared with last year, Mr. Maloney says. 

Cattle farmers in the North Bay, East Bay and South Bay say profits this year 
will be down 10% to 50% from last year. 

Rancher Joe Morris, who is known within the local ranching community as an 
expert on sustainable grazing to prevent damaging grasslands, says South 
Bay ranchers have had to choose between cutting their herds, as he has done, 
or overgrazing their pastures. Ranchers, he says, "are trying to come up with 
creative solutions for how to deal with fickle Mother Nature." 

The tough winter comes after several encouraging years for Bay Area 
ranchers. Nationally, beef prices have been high, due largely, ranchers here 
say, to a yearslong Texas drought that forced cattle farmers there to cull herds. 

Bay Area ranchers sell about $100 million of beef cattle a year, according to 
county data compiled by The Wall Street Journal. The total includes Santa 
Cruz and San Benito counties. In 2010—the last year for which data are 
available—Solano County led the area with $22.6 million in cattle sales. 

Small-ranch owners in Contra Costa, Marin, Solano and Sonoma counties say 
the direct-sales model is helping them weather the tough season. Selling 



straight to customers has helped companies like Marin Sun Farms of Point 
Reyes become more profitable, says owner David Evans. Over the past six 
years, he has opened retail shops in Oakland and Point Reyes. 

But light rainfall—and the pressure to buy more cattle to keep his customers 
supplied year-round—could pinch those profits this year, says Mr. Evans, who 
spent about $33,000 more on hay this winter than in a normal year. "If the rain 
came correctly and the pasture was good, I might have $20,000 of that to pay 
for something else or pay employee raises," he says. While his ranch in Marin 
got more rain than elsewhere in the region, the cold meant his cattle gained 
weight more slowly than normal. 

The fraction of ranchers who grow most of their own hay avoided the brunt of 
the damage, since they were able to harvest and stockpile bales last fall, 
before the rains stopped. 

John Pierson, who raises Beefmaster cattle in Vacaville, leases more than 100 
acres of hay fields. Feeding his herd from a pickup truck on a recent afternoon, 
Mr. Pierson pointed to a hill at the other end of the pasture. "There's no more 
grass there," he said. 

Rather than grazing the hillside, his cattle have been eating hay that he cut last 
year as well as grain supplements, a practice not followed by ranchers like 
Messrs. Evans and Maloney, who only raise entirely grass-fed beef. Mr. 
Pierson sells some steers directly to consumers, though he auctions many of 
his calves to other Beefmaster breeders. 

Steven Kopp, who has a small grass-fed herd in eastern Contra Costa County, 
says he recently bought five tons of hay at about $400 a ton to keep his herd 
fed. In a normal year, he says, it isn't necessary to buy hay in late winter—and 
if it were, it would cost only about $150 a ton. 

But Mr. Kopp, who sells his beef directly to customers, hasn't been hit as hard 
as producers like Mr. Morris who raise "stockers"—cattle that other farmers 
send them to fatten up over the winter. 

While Mr. Morris has a small herd of about 600 head that he raises to sell 
directly, most of his cattle—1,200 or so in a normal year—are stockers. The 



owners pay Mr. Morris based on how much weight each animal gains under 
his care. 

Normally, cattle gain about 250 pounds while grazing for the winter. But in San 
Benito County—which has gotten less rain than Marin in recent months—it has 
been closer to 170 pounds. One neighboring rancher with particularly poor 
grass conditions saw his stockers lose weight, Mr. Morris says. 

To cope with the conditions, he cut his stocker herd down to 800 head and 
rented extra rangeland. Income from the stockers will be down about 40% this 
year, Mr. Morris says, though with steady growth from his direct-sales 
business, he expects his overall profit decline to be about 10%. 

Write to Justin Scheck at justin.scheck@wsj.com 

	  


