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OPERATIONS

Year of a new 
beginning – 
that is how I 
will recall the 

year 2017. The oper-
ational activities of 
the Noble Foundation 
transitioned into the 
Noble Research Insti-
tute, which began the 
process of becoming 

an agricultural research organization (ARO). 
For the most part, operations continue as 
they did prior to the change; however, it is 
with a renewed and more integrated focus 

The Year 2017 
in Review

by Hugh Aljoe, director of producer relations  |  hdaljoe@noble.org

Operations continue 
prior to becoming 
Noble Research Institute; 
however, it is with a 
renewed and more 
integrated focus 
on agriculture.

on agricultural outcomes. The mission of 
the Noble Research Institute is simply: 
To deliver solutions to great agricultural 
challenges. We dissolved the divisions and 
are working as one team, integrating our 
core activities – producer relations (which 
includes consultation), education (producer 
and youth), applied agricultural systems and 
stewardship (encompasses research and 
demonstrations on our farms and ranches), 
and research (includes basic plant, soil and 
associated microorganism research as well 
as plant breeding). This new organizational 
structure will allow us to do more for agri-
cultural producers than ever before. 
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LEONARD WYATT MEMORIAL 
OUTSTANDING COOPERATOR 
AWARD RECIPIENT: CRAIG WATSON
Also at TCC, we recognized Craig Watson 
of Sherman, Texas, as the 2017 Leonard 
Wyatt Memorial Outstanding Cooperator 
Award recipient. Craig operates about 
900 acres of mostly introduced pas-
ture while developing 300 replacement 
heifers annually. He has implemented a 
managed grazing plan, rotating almost 
daily through multiple paddocks. He 
over-seeds with annual forages and cover 
crops. Craig utilizes estrus synchroni-
zation and artificial insemination with 
his replacement females, breeding the 
heifers to bulls with high accuracy EPDs 
with proven calving ease and high growth 
traits. He continues to host on-site 
demonstrations of new Noble small grain 
varieties and is always willing to par-
ticipate as a guest speaker at producer 
meetings. Craig is most deserving of this 
recognition.

The 2017 Leonard Wyatt Memorial Outstanding Cooperator Award recepient was given to Craig 
Watson. Craig and his wife Mori live in Sherman, Texas and operate about 900 acres together.
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BEEF SUSTAINABILITY PILOT PROJECT
Speaking of beginnings, at our Texoma 
Cattlemen’s Conference (TCC) in Febru-
ary, we launched the Beef Sustainability 
Pilot Project alongside our industry part-
ners – Integrity Beef Alliance, Beef Mar-
keting Group (BMG), Tyson, Golden State 
Foods and McDonald’s. It marks one of 
the first studies in which information is 
transparently moved among all sectors 
of the beef supply chain. This two-year 
pilot project is conducted using metrics 
and indicators from the U.S. Roundtable 
for Sustainable Beef (USRSB) guidelines. 
Individual animal traceability through the 
entire supply chain is a key metric in the 
project. Most of the first calf crop  
for the project will have arrived at the 
BMG feedyards by mid-December 2017. 
Noble is excited about the potential 
impact this pilot project will have on the 
industry in addition to the producers par-
ticipating in the Integrity Beef Alliance 
program.

STAFF CHANGES
There have been some 
changes in the producer 
relations group’s staff 
this year. Clay Wright, 
one of our livestock 
consultants and consul-
tation managers, retired 
at the end of May after 
40 years of outstanding 
service to our organi-
zation. Clay’s impact 
transcends our farms, our producers, and our 
staff as he has provided agricultural guidance 
and professional mentorship to many a producer 
and professional alike. Bryan Nichols, a livestock 
consultant for the past few years, left us in 
August to return home to direct and manage the 
family operation in western Oklahoma. Although 
we were saddened at Bryan’s departure, it was 
an opportunity he was preparing for, and we are 
pleased for him and his family. Ryon Walker was 
hired as a livestock consultant in May. He came 
to us after managing the Louisiana State Uni-

versity research station at Homer, Louisiana, for 
the past five years. Prior to that, Ryon spent five 
years as an extension livestock specialist in Min-
nesota. Ryon has a Ph.D. in livestock reproduc-
tion and breeding, and he brings new and com-
plementary skills to our consultation expertise. 
Most recently, we have hired two new consulta-
tion managers from within the consultant pool. 
Rob Cook, a pasture and range consultant, and 
Josh Gaskamp, a wildlife and range consultant, 
accepted management roles within the producer 
relations consultation activities as we begin 
operations as the Noble Research Institute. They 
join Russell Stevens as consultation managers.

NOTEWORTHY ACCOMPLISHMENTS: 
A new land stewardship program was unveiled. 
This program will have implications across 
all Noble activities – consultation, education, 
applied agricultural systems and research. The 
land stewardship program is complementary 
to our organization’s stewardship ethic and will 
underpin our consultation activities. 

Twain Butler, Ph.D., a Noble research scien-
tist, received a large, national collaborative grant 
to work on cover crop species of small grains, 
legumes and brassicas, and to develop varieties 
with greater contributions to soil health. This 
adds to our plant breeding research capabilities. 

The applied agricultural systems activities 
include the construction of the 640-acre graz-
ing facility, two high-fenced areas to conduct 
grazing treatments on variety trials, and the 
relocation of a pivot irrigation system, all at 
the Red River Farm in Burneyville, Oklahoma. 

The cattle program has transitioned to 
complement the Integrity Beef Alliance pro-
gram, allowing us to conduct cattle systems 
research with implications throughout the 
Southern Great Plains. 

The applied agricultural systems group 
has initiated several brush management 
demonstrations to reclaim native rangeland 
acres impacted by brush encroachment. 

Our specialty agriculture effort hosted an 
open house at the backyard agriculture area 
on our main campus. Approximately 150 peo-
ple attended. 

Our tours and educational activities con-
tinue to grow as well. The Noble experience 
was appreciated by the many participants 
attending the 350-plus events we hosted this 
year. Overall, 2017 will be remembered as the 
year the Noble Research Institute began, pro-
pelling the Noble Foundation into a new era 
as an agricultural research organization. As 
such, we are better positioned to address the 
great challenges that agricultural producers 
will face into the future. The agricultural chal-
lenges of tomorrow are merely the seeds of 
opportunity for the Noble Research Institute. 
It is always exciting to be Noble! 

Clay 
Wright

Twain 
Butler

Ryon 
Walker

The Beef 
Sustainability 
Pilot Project 
brings together 
industry 
leaders to share 
information 
across the entire 
beef supply 
chain.
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Have you ever 
wondered 
which bull 
breed you 

should use in your 
operation? How do you 
make the right choice 
that will align best with 
the type of cow you 
own and your goals? 
These are common 

questions from producers. 
You cannot look at the registration 

papers of bulls from two different breeds 
and make accurate direct comparisons 

of expected progeny difference (EPD) 
traits because every breed has a different 
scale and base for each trait. Fortunately, 
researchers at the U.S. Meat Animal 
Research Center (U.S. MARC) in Clay 
Center, Nebraska, publish annual adjust-
ment factors so EPDs can be compared 
across 18 beef breeds.

Refer to bit.ly/2017epds for the com-
plete 2017 Across Breed Adjustment 
table. After applying the adjustment 
factor to an EPD, the resulting value is 
called an across-breed EPD (AB-EPD) 
and allows for comparison across 
breeds.

WHO SHOULD USE AB-EPDS?
The AB-EPDs are most valuable to com-

mercial producers in terminal crossbreeding 
systems. Crossbreeding allows producers to 
select the breeds that will work most bene-
ficially on the ranch and increase heterosis 
of the resulting calves. By deliberately plan-
ning a breeding program, producers can 
work toward their end goals and produce 
calves that will be desired by order buyers. 
The producer is best served by picking 
the breeds he or she wants to utilize, then 
selecting for individuals within the breed 
that can meet the producer’s goals. This is 
where the AB-EPD calculation is valuable.

How to Compare 
EPDs Across Breeds
By Robert Wells, Ph.D., livestock consultant  |  rswells@noble.org

LIVESTOCK   
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Table 1 provides analysis on birth, wean-
ing and yearling weight, and marbling score 
AB-EPD comparisons of most breeds that are 
evaluated at the U.S. MARC. Each breed was 
set at breed average of each trait for compar-
ison purposes.

EXAMPLE OF USING AB-EPDS
A producer has an Angus-based commer-
cial cow herd and would like to sell terminal 
feeder crossbred calves. The producer wants 
to know which breed to use to increase the 
calves’ weaning and sale weights after a 
60-day preconditioning program. For the pur-
poses of this article, we will assume the pro-
ducer has access to bulls from Charolais and 
Gelbvieh sire breeds with both bulls being 
ranked in the 50th percentile of the breed for 

*All breeds set to breed average for each trait.

EPD from 
Reg. paper

EPD from 
Reg. paper

Adj. 
Factor

Adj. 
Factor

TABLE 1: 2017 AB-EPD COMPARISON OF SELECTED BREEDS*

TABLE 2: 2017 CALCULATION OF WEANING AND YEARLING WEIGHT AB-EPD 
FOR 2 BREEDS

Breed BW WW

40

44

19

16.7

52

  

52.9

41

33.3

61.3

25

21.8

27.3 50.5

21.5

30.9

  

50

36.1

48

20

67 92

Beefmaster

Gelbvieh

Braunvieh

Maine Anjou

Simmental

Brahman

Hereford

Santa Gertrudis

Charolais

Red Angus

South Devon

Charolais

Salers

Tarentaise

Angus

Brangus

Limousin

Shorthorn

Gelbvieh

YW

33

57

11.3

18.2

73.2

44 57

13

47

29.2

84.5

46

35.3

+ +

28.8

15.8

61.3 84.5

89

45.9

48

41

+ +

5.2

4

4.9

5.3

4.8

AB-EPD

10.6

5.2

4.7

8.1

0.5

5.6

 

3.7

4.5

AB-EPD

1.4

4.1

4.1

6.7

 

Marb

NA

-0.22

-0.14

-0.47

-0.19

-0.74

-0.22

-0.6

-0.28

0.23

.02

34 34

-0.03

NA

0.5

-0.74

-0.57

-0.08

-23 -35

weaning and yearling weight EPDs. 
The calculation is demonstrated in Table 

2. The Charolais and Gelbvieh bulls have 
weaning weight (WW) EPDs on their regis-
tration papers of 27.3 and 67, respectively. 
The adjustment factors from the U.S. MARC 
table are 34 and -23, respectively for the 
Charolais and Gelbvieh bulls. The weaning 
weight AB-EPD for the Charolais bull would 
be 61.3 (34+27.3) and 44 (-23+67) for the 
Gelbvieh when mated to the Angus-cross 
cow. In this scenario, with similar quality 
bulls, the Charolais bull has a 17.3 pound 
weaning weight advantage over the Gelb-
vieh bull. 

Likewise, the same calculation would 
be performed for yearling weight AB-EPDs. 
The Charolais and Gelbvieh bulls have year-
ling weight (YW) EPDs on their registration 
papers of 50.5 and 92, respectively. The 
adjustment factors from the U.S. MARC 
table are 34 and -35, respectively for the 
Charolais and Gelbvieh bulls. The yearling 
weight AB-EPD for the Charolais bull would 
be 84.5 (34+50.5) and 57 (-35+92) for the 
Gelbvieh when mated to the Angus-cross 
cow. In this scenario, with similar quality 
bulls, the Charolais bull has a 27.5 pound 
yearling weight advantage over the Gelb-
vieh bull.

Therefore, to meet the producer’s goals 
of selling black-hided, crossbred calves out 
of Angus-cross cows, the producer would use 
the Charolais bull since it has a 17.3 pound 
weight advantage per calf at weaning and a 
27.5 pound advantage if the calves are taken 
to yearling age. If the producer bred this bull 
to 25 cows, the Charolais bull would have a 
432.5 pound increase in total production at 
weaning and a 687.5 pound increase at year-
ling age.

ABOUT EPD DATA
It’s important to note that breed associations 
re-evaluate and adjust EPDs at least semian-
nually. Likewise, the U.S. MARC generates new 
adjustment factors for each breed annually. 
The across-breed EPD adjustment factors 
are released at the annual Beef Improvement 
Federation meeting each summer. Therefore, 
it’s important to use the most current data 
available when using EPDs and/or the adjust-
ment factors.

OTHER FACTORS
Of course, there are other factors a pro-
ducer should take into account when 
making bull selection decisions. Careful 
consideration should be given to live birth 
weights. What amount of discounts or pre-
miums will be received for a certain breed? 
Will a discount on a certain breed offset 
any weight gains that can be achieved? 
Does the producer want to retain own-
ership into the feedyard and sell to the 
packer? If so, marbling score would become 
more important. There is also the pride 
of ownership aspect. Does the producer 
just prefer a certain breed over another, or 
is there a family history of raising a spe-
cific breed? Breed selection is not an easy 
choice to make and should be done with 
all variables thought out before writing the 
check for any bull or cow.

Weaning Weight Yearling Weight

It’s important to 
note that breed 
associations 
re-evaluate and 
adjust EPDs at least 
semiannually.
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Over the 
past six 
months, 
the Noble 

Research Institute 
has partnered 
with the Natural 
Resources Con-
servation Service 
(NRCS) to test the 
development of 

tools to help consultation efforts with 

New Tool for Quick 
Stocking Rate Calculations

By Mike Komp, spatial technology services manager  |  mrkomp@noble.org

FIGURE 3: EXAMPLE QUICK STOCKING RATE CALCULATION FOR NOBLE RESEARCH INSTITUTE’S OSWALT RANCH.

Name Ecological 
Site ID

Percentage of Forage 
Inventory Site

Very shallow
PE 56-66 - 56.67%

Very shallow
PE 56-66 - 28.77%

Very shallow
PE 56-66 - 29.61%

Eroded Sandy Savannah
PE 44-64 - 44.47%

Eroded Sandy Savannah
PE 44-64 - 33.63%

Unnamed

Paddock 1

Paddock 4

Paddock 3

Paddock 2

Plant Community 
List

100%

100%

100%

100%

100%

R085XY098OK

R085XY098OK

R085XY098OK

R084BY876OK

R084BY876OK

Forage Production 
Measured

Rangeland 
Ecological Site

Undefined

Undefined

Undefined

Undefined

Undefined

3500

2600

2700

2300

3100

Estimated production information

agricultural producers. These tools 
utilize data and information brought 
together from multiple locations to 
inform us on stocking rates, forage 
suitability groups, soils and many 
more aspects of grazing land man-
agement through NRCS’s Grassland 
Resource Analysis System (GRAS). 
The development of GRAS was a col-
laborative effort between NRCS and 
Colorado State University’s Object 
Modeling System Laboratory. 

New tools utilize data 
and information 
brought together from 
multiple locations.

TECHNOLOGY
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FIGURE 1: NOBLE RESEARCH INSTITUTE’S COFFEY RANCH DIVIDED INTO 
GRAZING UNITS.

FIGURE 2: ECOLOGICAL SITE MAP FOR NOBLE RESEARCH INSTITUTE’S 
COFFEY RANCH.

Name Land Use Harvest 
Efficiency

Range

Range

Range

Range

Range

Unnamed

Paddock 1

Paddock 4

Paddock 3

Total

Paddock 2

Forage Produc-
tion - lbs/ac

25%

25%

25%

25%

25%

28.17

473.04

509.24

596.3

618.86

2225.61

Total Available 
Forage - lbs

AU AUMs Days Grazeable 
by Herd

Acres

3500

2600

2700

2300

3100

24649 2.3 27 6

307476 28.1 337 75

343737 31.4 376.7 84

342873 31.3 375.8 84

479617

1498352

43.8

136.90

525.6

1642.10

117

Estimated production information

This first project’s goal was 
to create a tool to be used within 
Noble’s Ag Database to more 
quickly and accurately calculate 
initial stocking rates. Historically, 
this process would take numer-
ous hours to complete due to data 
and information being spread out 
in many locations. However, with 
the workflows developed through 
GRAS, this process can now be eas-
ily completed in a few minutes, and 
stakeholders in the consulting pro-
cess will have more time to focus on 
conversations around planning.

So how does this work? With-
out getting too technical, Noble’s 
implementation of these GRAS ser-
vices starts with a property bound-
ary that is used as a cookie cutter 
to extract information about soils 
and ecological sites. Once the data 
is extracted, it is further divided 
into pastures or grazing units, usu-
ally based on fields. At this point, 
a user can decide to segment 
pastures individually by ecologi-
cal site or to leave them whole. If 
segmented by ecological site, the 
planner would work through each 
grazing unit on an ecological site 
basis to identify the representative 
plant community and the measured 
forage production. If the planner 
decides to work using the pas-
ture-based approach, they provide 
for the dominant plant community 
and the measured forage produc-
tion within that pasture. Finally, 
after that information is gathered 
and provided, the planner decides 
the appropriate grazing efficiency. 
Then all the information is used to 
determine the quick stocking rate 
for that property.

Ultimately, this tool provides our 
consultants with the ability to more 
quickly create initial stocking rates 
for producers with whom we work. 
By adding new technologies into 
our workflows, we can decrease the 
time consultants spend behind the 
desk working through spreadsheets 
and data. Overall, quick stocking 
rates are only the beginning, and 
we hope to continue to deliver sim-
ilar tools to our consultants to help 
them engage more producers as 
efficiently as possible.
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Best Pecans Cultivars 
for Oklahoma, Texas

By Charles Rohla, manager for pecan and specialty agriculture  |  ctrohla@noble.org

HORTICULTURE

One of the most common questions I receive throughout the year 
is, “What pecan cultivar is best for me?” This question is not 
always the easiest to answer. With more than 1,000 named culti-
vars, there are plenty from which to choose. Unfortunately, there 

is no perfect cultivar. A cultivar may work good in one area or one orchard 
and not do as well in another. Sometimes cultivars in the same area per-
form differently because of differences in soil, water and/or management. 

Another problem in determining which cultivar to plant is the fact 
that we are at the mercy of the nurseries and what they have to offer. 
Normally, nurseries will offer what is the most popular at the time 
because they have to be sure they can sell as many trees as possible. 

Determining how willing you are to manage the trees goes a long way in determining 
which cultivars to plant. If you are willing to do whatever it takes to produce the highest 
quality pecans and have the resources to achieve this management, including water, then 
selection of larger nut cultivars are normally good choices. However, if you want to minimize 
inputs and lessen management requirements, selecting a smaller nut cultivar would be best.

Medium Late  

EXCEL

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

44  

Low 

49  

Unknown  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Management Notes: susceptible to 
overcropping

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Medium Late  

LAKOTA

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

54  

Low 

58  

Hardy 
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Management Notes: susceptible to 
overcropping

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Early Late  

KANZA

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

77  

Low 

54  

Hardy  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Medium Early  

CHEYENNE

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

51  

Moderate 

57  

Moderate  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Management Notes: smaller tree that 
bears nut quicker than other cultivars

RECOMMENDED CULTIVARS 
FOR OKLAHOMA AND TEXAS

RECOMMENDED CULTIVARS 
FOR TRIAL PLANTINGS

Outlines around pecan cultivars indicate recommendation for trial planting (blue) or 
planting in Oklahoma and Texas (brown)
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Early Early  

CADDO

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

70  

Moderate 

55  

Moderate

Average Kernel 
Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Management Notes: susceptible to 
black aphids

Maturity

Medium Late  

ELLIS

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

44  

Late 

57  

Unknown  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Early Early 

PAWNEE

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

50  

Moderate 

58  

Moderate

Average Kernel 
Percentage

Management Notes: susceptible to scab 
and overcropping and to bird damage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Medium Early 

OCONEE

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

50  

Moderate 

58  

Unknown

Average Kernel 
Percentage

Management Notes: susceptible to 
overcropping

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Medium Late 

NACONO

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

44  

Moderate 

56  

Unknown

Average Kernel 
Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Medium Early  

CREEK

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

55  

Moderate 

48  

Unknown  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Management Notes: Susceptible to 
overcropping; bears early and is used as a 
temporary tree to increase early production.

Early Early  

APALACHEE

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

80  

Moderate 

57  

Unknown  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Management Notes: susceptible to black 
aphids and bird damage

Early Early  

BYRD

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

50 

Moderate 

59 

Unknown  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Maturity

Management Notes: susceptible to 
overcropping and bird damage

Early Early  

ECLIPSE

Average Number 
of Nuts per Acre

Cold 
hardiness

Pollen shedding

44  

Low 

55  

Unknown  
Average Kernel 

Percentage

Scab 
susceptibility

Management Notes: susceptible to 
bird damage

Maturity
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Beef Sustainability: 
A Journey, Not an Endpoint
By Chad Ellis, industry relations and stewardship manager  |  crellis@noble.org 
and Myriah Johnson, Ph.D., agricultural economist  |  mdjohnson@noble.org

STEWARDSHIP

At the core 
of beef 
sustain-
ability 

stands a rancher 
on a continuous 
journey while rais-
ing and supplying 
beef across the 
country. Sustain-
ability encom-

passes much more than environmental considerations. 
Today, a sustainable food supply balances efficient produc-
tion with environmental, social and economic impacts. 

To improve the sustainability of the beef industry, all 
production levels must work together. Further, we as an 
industry must participate in the sustainability conversation 
and not let sustainability be defined for us. In an effort to 
bring the industry together, the U.S. Roundtable for Sus-

Meet some 
of the people 
behind the pilot 
project at 
bit.ly/beef-pilot

MEET THE 
PEOPLE 
BEHIND THE 
PROJECT

tainable Beef (USRSB) was formed in 2015 as a multistake-
holder initiative. The USRSB was developed to advance, 
support and communicate continuous sustainability 
improvement in the U.S. beef value chain. 

When the USRSB came together, a major challenge 
was to define how sustainability would be measured or 
demonstrated by beef producers throughout the different 
segments of the supply chain, from cow-calf producer to 
retailer. Together, the group developed and approved six 
high priority indicator areas: animal health and well-be-
ing, efficiency and yield, water resources, land resources, 
air and greenhouse gas emissions, and employee safety 
and well-being. These six sustainability indicator areas are 
meant to span the entire beef production value chain. How-
ever, within each beef production segment, the metrics that 
fulfill the indicators are different and specific. Developing 
the metrics for each segment has been a primary focus for 
the USRSB during the past year.

The metric development process has involved many 
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phases and engagement from USRSB mem-
bers. To make  the metric development pro-
cess successful, each sector identified its 
own metrics for each indicator. For example, 
the cow-calf sector metrics were developed 
by ranchers themselves not by other sectors 
like the packers or retailers. There have been 
sector-specific champions leading the way 
throughout the process, from initiating in-per-
son workshops, meetings and webinars to 
drafting multiple reports to provide an under-
standing of various perspectives along with 
adequate time for feedback.

To better understand sustainability and 
to test the indicators and metrics across the 

entire beef value-chain, from pasture to plate, 
the Noble Research Institute and collabo-
rators are turning theory into action with a 
pilot project. This project engages the full 
beef supply chain to test the USRSB metrics, 
explore scalable solutions that could be appli-
cable for beef producers across the country, 
and create opportunities to share data and 
best management practices up and down the 
value chain. Further, we aim to identify the 
“what else” pieces that should exist within 
the sustainability conversation. The pilot proj-
ect collaborators are Integrity Beef Alliance, 
Noble Research Institute, Beef Marketing 
Group, Tyson Foods, Golden State Foods and 

McDonald’s.
All participants are committed to docu-

menting and sharing information from each 
production phase to increase efficiency and 
improve sustainability throughout the supply 
chain. Each segment will measure progress 
on key sustainability indicators based on the 
metrics agreed upon by the USRSB. Above 
all else , this is a learning opportunity for 
those involved in the pilot project as well 
as for everyone within the beef production 
value chain. As we learn, we will share and 
grow. Together, we will keep moving forward 
because sustainability is a continuous journey, 
not an endpoint.

How the beef sustainability pilot project will 
work with its partners around the U.S.

Cattle will be sourced by  
Noble Research Institute through 
Integrity Beef. Metrics data will be 
collected and managed by Noble 

Research throughout the project.

BMG wll feed and care for cattle 
from Integrity Beef beginning in the 
fall of 2017 and manage them in the 
Progressive Beef System.

Tyson Foods will harvest the 
cattle from BMG when finished 
and provide beef to Golden 
State Foods.

Using a mass balance system, 
GSF will incorporate project 
beef into hamburger patties for 
McDonald’s.

A MODEL FOR BEEF 
SUSTAINABILITY
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Meredith Ellis Ulibarri along with 
her father, GC Ellis, and Mike 
Knabe, who has worked on the 
ranch for 28 years, operate G 

Bar C Ranch near Rosston, Texas. They 
are among the Integrity Beef producers 
raising and selling calves as part of a 
two-year national beef sustainability pilot 
research project that will evaluate each 
step in the beef value chain. The chain is 
represented by Integrity Beef (cow-calf 
producers), BMG (feedyard), Tyson Foods 
(packer), Golden State Foods (makes 
beef patties) and McDonald’s. The Noble 
Research Institute coordinates the overall 
project. Learn more at integritybeef.org/
beef-sustainability.  

Producer Perspective: 
Meredith Ellis Ulibarri

LIVESTOCK   

Integrity Beef Alliance standards have 
contributed to the success of local cattle 
ranchers like Meredith Ellis Ulibarri and 
G Bar C Ranch near Rosston, Texas.
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TELL US A LITTLE 
ABOUT YOUR 
OPERATION.
We run 198 mother cows on about 2,500 
acres. We have 70 cows as part of a reg-
istered Black Angus herd with the goal of 
raising and selling purebred bulls to com-
mercial producers. Then we have 128 cows 
as part of our Integrity Beef herd. As part 
of that program, we use Black Angus cows 
bred to Charolais bulls and sell the calves 
through the Integrity Beef sale. We rotation-
ally graze native pasture as well as coastal 
bermudagrass and winter wheat. Right now, 
we have three generations living on the ranch. 
We want to be able to continue this operation 
into future generations.

WHAT DOES 
“SUSTAINABILITY” 
MEAN TO YOU AND 
YOUR OPERATION? 
Our goal is to produce healthy animals, which 
we believe starts with healthy land. We like 
to keep a balance between grazing land and 
land reserved for wildlife. This helps us control 
runoff and prevent invasive species from 
coming in. We’re also sensitive to overgrazing, 
especially the native pasture. From the 
financial aspect, we keep close tabs on our 
record-keeping and day-to-day expenses. As 
for the big picture on sustainability, I think it’s 
about paying attention to what you’re doing. 
If we don’t pay attention to our land, animals 
and financials, we won’t be here in the future. 
It’s not an option, it’s a necessity for the 
health of our operations and the planet. 

Learn more about G Bar C Ranch 
and the Integrity Beef Alliance 
at bit.ly/ellis-ranch

WHAT WERE YOUR 
INITIAL THOUGHTS 
ABOUT THE BEEF 
SUSTAINABILITY PILOT 
RESEARCH PROJECT?
We heard about the project at an Integ-
rity Beef meeting, and we jumped at the 
chance to be part of it. The Noble Research 
Institute has never led us astray. We con-
sult with them in all areas: soil testing, 
pasture health, cattle, record-keeping, 
and it has helped our bottom line. When 
they were explaining the project to us in 
the meeting, we could see the reasoning 
behind it. The fact that you have a big 
company like McDonald’s with a huge 
platform wanting to show their customers 
where their hamburgers come from – all 
the way from where the calves are born 
– is a good thing to me. It’ll provide us as 
ranchers with new opportunities.

WHAT INFORMATION IS 
COLLECTED FROM YOUR 
OPERATION AS PART OF 
THE PROJECT?
Much of the information we submit for the 
project is already information we submit as 

part of the Integrity Beef Alliance. Every-
one who works the cattle is Beef Quality 
Assurance (BQA) certified. We keep herd 
health processing forms, which includes 
information about vaccinations from when 
and where on the calves we vaccinated to 
what specific product we used. In Decem-
ber, we’ll sell some of our calves to BMG 
through Integrity Beef. As the process 
continues, we’ll start getting data that will 
inform us on any change we need to make 
for next year.

WHAT VALUE DO SEE IN 
THIS PROJECT FOR THE 
INDUSTRY AND YOUR 
OPERATION?
Being able to communicate all the way up 
and down the supply chain is something 
we’ve never been able to do. It’ll help 
everyone in the supply chain, all the way 
up to the end product and all the way 
down to us watching calves being born. 
If the packer isn’t getting something they 
need from the feedlot, or if there’s some 
other break in the chain, maybe we could 
solve those problems by opening lines 
of communication. We also need better 
communication with consumers. I hear 
misconceptions people have about how 
we raise cattle, and I see their surprise 
when they come to the ranch and realize 
it’s not what they thought. The end-user 
wants to feel good about where their 
hamburger comes from. I don’t think they 
realize how much I care for these cows 
and calves. Being able to tell that story 
on McDonald’s platform opens up a lot of 
opportunity. Only good can come from it, 
from my perspective.

WHAT EXPERIENCES 
RELATED TO THE 
PROJECT HAVE YOU 
GAINED VALUE FROM 
SO FAR?
In June, 70 people from different sectors of 
McDonald’s supply chain came out to our 
ranch. Being able to meet the gentleman 
who supplies coffee to McDonald’s and the 
people who make the bagels, it makes it so 
we’re all part of a family. They’re people just 
like me. They got to see what our ranch is 
really like, and it made me feel like my voice 
was heard.

WHAT ADVICE TO YOU 
HAVE FOR OTHER 
PRODUCERS?
I encourage all producers to remain flexible 
and open-minded to projects like these. I 
also highly recommend ranchers look into 
the Integrity Beef program. It’s benefited us 
across the board. 

Meredith Ellis Ulibarri’s son G.C. Ulibarri, 3, is 
the third generation living on G Bar C Ranch.
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Why do rangeland plantings 
fail? Seems like a simple ques-
tion, but the answer is not 
that simple. 

WHY RESEED RANGELAND?
In the Southern Great Plains, the decision to 
reseed rangelands is usually made because 
one of three situations has occurred: 
1) the site or pasture has had considerable 
ground disturbance following brush 
management, 
2) the site or field is being converted from 
cropland to rangeland, or 
3) the site or pasture has degraded to the 
point that not enough desirable species 
remain to support adequate production. The 
amount of desirable species present on the 
site is often represented as a percentage of 

the total production expected on the site. 
The U.S. Department of Agriculture Natural 
Resources Conservation Service recognizes 
15 percent desirable species as a tipping 
point to assess if a site can be rehabilitated 
with management or has degraded to the 
point of reseeding. Note that generally, with 
the exception of cropland conversion, the 
need to reseed rangeland is largely a result 
of mismanagement leading to degraded soil. 

WHAT HAPPENS ABOVE-GROUND?
After the decision to reseed has been made, 
this is what commonly happens in the 
Southern Great Plains: The pasture goes 
through the process of site preparation, which 
generally means it is plowed/disked multiple 
times to prepare a firm, weed-free seed bed. 

Know the Soil’s Condition 
Before Reseeding Rangeland

By Jeff Goodwin, pasture 
and range consultant  
|  djgoodwin@noble.org and 
Kelly Craven, Ph.D., associate 
professor of microbial symbiology  
|  kdcraven@noble.org

RANGE
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The site is then rolled with a cultipacker. Next, 
the site is seeded with either a Brillion seeder, 
grassland drill or a broadcast seeder. The 
species selected is generally a low-diversity 
mix of the four main tall warm-season perennial 
grass species (little bluestem, big bluestem, 
Indiangrass and switchgrass). Occasionally, 
there is a midgrass or forb in the mix such as 
sideoats grama or Illinois bundleflower and a 
nurse plant (green sprangletop or Sorghum 
almum) planted at 1 pound per acre over 
the mix total. The site is then rolled with a 
cultipacker again. Finally, we wait on the rain. 
And we wait some more. Stand establishment 
following this process can take anywhere 
between one to three years, or even never. Tens 
of thousands of acres go through this process 
every year in the Southern Great Plains. 

The problem is not necessarily the 
process outlined above. And sometimes the 
planets align, and it all works. The trouble 
is it rarely works in year one. Often, it takes 
multiple years to establish, if at all. The 
reason for failure is usually blamed on lack 
of rain, the seed was planted too deep, too 
much competition, etc. Those are not the 
kind of odds I want to play when paying 
approximately $100 per acre or more for 
the practice. So, what is the mechanism 
for success? The mechanism begins with 
changing how we see the system. 

WHAT HAPPENS BELOW-GROUND?
The soil is much more than a medium for us 
to grow plants. For years, we have focused 
on the soil’s physical and chemical properties 
(texture, pH, etc.) and largely ignored the 
biological component. Properly functioning 
soils are alive and teeming with life, and these 
soil microbiomes take time to fully establish. 
Once mature, a functioning phytobiome (the 
plant plus all of its microbes) can be resilient 
to climate-imposed stress and promote plant 
productivity and longevity. 

Organic matter is the primary building 
block for soil organic carbon. Organic matter 
consists of both simpler carbon compounds 
like root exudates and more complex ones 
such as plant residues. Biological function in 
our soils is largely driven by the availability 
of soil organic carbon, with root exudates 
serving as the primary food source for many 
of the microbes. Other more complex carbon 
compounds such as cellulose and lignin are 
processed by microbes with the enzymatic 
machinery to convert these plant materials 
into a wide variety of partially decomposed 
materials, some of which can be utilized and 
processed into simpler carbohydrates by 
other microbes and some of which persist for 
longer periods of time: months to years, even 
decades. 

In many cases, the microbes themselves 
(bacteria, fungi, protozoans, nematodes, 
etc.) are significant contributors to the soil 
organic carbon. Increases in soil organic 
carbon lead to increased soil structure, 
infiltration, soil water-holding capacity and 
nutrient cycling, as well as reduced erosion 
and other desirable ecosystem services. 
Increased nutrient cycling and availability is 
largely the result of symbiotic relationships 
developed between plants and soil 
microbes. In exchange for root exudates, 

soil bacteria can mineralize and mobilize 
nutrients derived mainly from inorganic 
sources, thus modulating the nutrient 
pools and making them available to nearby 
plants. Soil fungi also play very important 
roles in functioning plant communities, 
both as recyclers of organic matter into its 
nutritional components and as beneficial 
symbionts, extending the reach of plant 
root systems and probing soil spaces too 
small for root entry. These relationships 
allow plants to reach new patches of 
inorganic nutrients such as phosphorus, tap 
into a wider soil moisture pool, and may 
enable access to organic nutrient pools 
typically unavailable to the plant host. 
In the end, our ability to understand and 
manipulate the phytobiome is absolutely 
crucial to our efforts to improve soil health 
and maintain plant productivity.

HOW DOES SOIL HEALTH EFFECT 
RANGELAND SEEDING?
When reseeding, we are changing an 
ecological system. We must begin with 
a better understanding of the ecological 
system we are attempting to change. 
Degraded soil systems mainly support 
plant species adapted to thrive in soils that 

have reduced ecological function. These 
are plants that thrive in soils with limited 
biological diversity. Yet, as we discussed 
above, the condition of the soil and its 
ability to properly function determines 
what plants are able to grow and persist 
on any given site. This is why seeding big 
bluestem into degraded soils is a recipe for 
failure. Big bluestem is highly dependent 
on associations it builds with soil fungi. If 
the soil is degraded to the point where that 
association cannot occur, big bluestem will 
largely not persist. Many of our tall warm-
season grasses are dependent on similar 
associations. This critical understanding 
reflects the long-standing role these 
plant-microbe relationships play in prairie 
ecosystems. Indeed, tallgrass prairies are 
some of the most ecologically functional 
and biologically diverse ecosystems on the 
planet. We must remember that the ability 
of the indigenous plant life to thrive in their 
native environment requires more than just 
soil and water; it requires synergistic soil 
biology.  

HOW DO WE REMEDIATE 
DEGRADED SOILS? 
There are a couple of options. If we know the 
soil is in a degraded condition and we want 
to build the biology, we must provide the 
food source. We must build organic matter. 
This can be done by managing a cover crop 
on the site for a season or two, then no-till 
plant your desired species mix in the correct 
season. Another option is to look at increasing 
the diversity of the initial mix by adding mid-
seral plants that will persist while the biology 
develops. Other options exist. The point is to 
build the soil’s capacity to support the plants 
you want to grow. With any rangeland seeding 
effort, understanding the initial condition of 
the soil is the starting point. Then, decisions 
can be made from there. Knowing this can 
save thousands of dollars and years of 
potential production. 

In many cases, the 
microbes themselves 
are significant 
contributors to the 
soil organic carbon. 



Contents ©2017, Noble Research Institute, LLC
Ag News and Views is published monthly by the Noble Research Institute. Current and past editions of Ag News and Views are available at www.noble.org/news/publications/ag-news-and-views.  
Free subscriptions delivered by email are available at www.noble.org/subscriptions. The Noble Research Institute encourages the republication of Ag News and Views articles. For publication 
guidelines, contact J. Adam Calaway, director of communications and public relations, at jacalaway@noble.org. High quality electronic versions of photos and graphics are available. 

UPCOMING EVENTS

AGNEWS&VIEWS
DECEMBER 2017  |  VOLUME 35  |  ISSUE 12 

IN THIS ISSUE
2510 SAM NOBLE PARKWAY
ARDMORE, OK 73401

ADDRESS SERVICE REQUESTED

Non-Profit Org
U.S. Postage

PAID
Permit No 

2000
Okla. City, OK

| 12Producer 
Perspective

| 14Reseeding 
Rangeland

| 4Comparing EPDs 
Across Breeds

| 1Year in Review

| 6Stocking Rate

| 8Pecan Cultivars

| 10Beef 
Sustainability

For more information or to register, please visit www.noble.org/events or call Danielle Pacifico 
at 580-223-5810. Preregistration is requested.


