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GRASS FINISHING BISON

By Jill Steenbergen B.Sc. Business Development Specialist, Bison/ EIk/
Aquaculture Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development

Note: contributors to the article included David Schroth, South Dakota; Mary Graese, Wisconsin;
Rod Randen, Alberta; Peter Popp, Colorado, all being contributors to this section of the Bison Producer’s Handbook
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Introduction
Feeding practices are among the

many management decisions that need |

to be made when operating a bison’

farm. There are a number of dlfferent%’
options that should be looked at closely v

before choosing a particular feeding
practice. One major farm managémenfw
decision is the proportion of grass vs.
grain when it comes to finishing rations.
Understanding all the background infor-
mation before deciding where you fit on
the spectrum will allow you to proac-
tively set up or change your operation to
fit the management style in which you
will likely be successful.

Fundamentals of Grass Finishing:
Aligning Values W
Management De: isions

The con pt behind gras fin—
ishing is"rai mg &rﬁmals naturally and
prbducmg lean @eat This affects both
management practices and m ketlng
strategles, so it is nnportaﬁt tog ensure
lyour value system and skills are aligned
‘with both the management practices
and marketing strategies that go along
with grass finishing.

Producers of grass finished meat often
refer to themselves as “grass farmers”
That is because grass finishing relies on
capturing energy from the sun, convert-
ing it into grass, which then produces

meat for human consumption. When o dlets and rates of weight gain. This pre-

properly managed, this system main-
tains itself and can naturally dispose of
all by products, minimizing negative
environmental impact. Energy input for
production is primarily natural, rather
than relying on machines and fossil fuels
that damage the environment. This is
referred/to as sustainable agriculture

wﬁg ‘which can be practiced for eternity, in
" theory, because finite fossil fuels are not

required for the system to function. This
system aligns with current trends which
are focusing on environmentally friend-
ly, sustainable agriculture.

Grass finishing can be marketed as a
less intrusive form of agriculture that
keeps the animals within their natural
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ARE YOU LOOKING FOR A STABLE SECURE
MARKET FOR YOUR FINISHED BISON?

CAN-

By joining the Carmen Creek team you will benefit in the following ways:
- Top prices and prompt payment
. Guaranteed markets for your finished bison and culls year round

- Detailed carcass reports on every bison processed

- On farm pick up available

e - _ - Why sell through a broker when you can sell direct?

o
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If you have bison to market please contact

Dean at Windthorst, SK
Phone: 1.306.224.2088

Email: dean.andres@carmencreek.com
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serves the relatively self-sustaining
nature and lean carcass qualities of the
traditional bison. Many grass finishers
are low input managers; they believe
that the less you interfere with the ani-
mals, the better.

Grass finishing is less labour intensive
at the operational level than grain finish-
ing, but may involve more work on the
marketing end. Many producers who
are successful grass finishers have found
success because they feel good about the
whole process of how they raise their
animals. In turn, their customers value
those qualities. In addition, the concept
of the local family farm is making ag
comeback as more media. attention
focuses on the shortfalls of factory farm-
ing. Some consumers place great value
in the trust built between producer and
consumer when visiting a local farm and
seeing both the producer and animals
on the farm.

Which route you choose is personal
and specific to you, but making an edu-
~ cated and conscious decision to choose

one route or the other is important. It is
not a fast or easy process to switch
between grass and grain finishing.

Nutritional Factors Specific
to Grass Finishing

Beyond the basic nutritional
requirements of bison outlined in pre-
vious chapters, there are some factors
that are specific t\ / grass finishing.
These basic principles are very impor-
tank) the health apg rep?é‘:fluotion of
your'entire herd. [/

First; ensure that
access&o the right amounts of high qual»
ity forage. | In the summer, the’ ‘ahimals
should be on a rotational grazing system
(which is explained in the next section)
to make sure that the grass is grazed
when it is at the peak nutritional value.

There are a few ways you can deter-
mine how many head of bison can be
pastured in each area. One is to find out
the carrying capacity for beef for your
area through government agricultural

r /bison hay'g /

extension services, then experimentand

ask for advice from established bison
producers in your area. Another way is
to use a calculation of the forage avail-
able specifically in your pastures and
how many head that will feed. One
resource for this is a document called
Improving Grazing Efficiency with
Management by Dr. Eric M. Mousel.
This approach measures the carrying
capacity gsp’ecifically for your pastures,

\| then! the /stocking rate is determined,

s well as your rotation plaff This
ocument /is avallablegihrough your

\ national association. Y

In the winter, high quality hay will

‘‘allow animals to maintain adequate

weight through the cold season. Do not
overfeed pregnant cows through the
winter, as the unborn calves will gain too
much weight, resulting in calving prob-
lems. As discussed in Chapter 5, preg-
nant bison cows will lose weight in the
winter as they incubate a healthy calf. A
rate of 10 percent weight loss through
the winter is normal and healthy to pre-
pare for calving. .

PITT MEADOWS MEATS LTD.

18315 FORD ROAD, PITT MEADOWS, B.C. V3Y 121

—
—

Federal Inspected Facility | BC Certified Organic | HACCP Approved

BEEF + VEAL * BISON « LAMB * GOAT « DEER

l WE BUY ALL KINDS OF BISON

POVERTY HILL BISON

Contact

ASHIQ SAEED Herman & Hilda Penner

General Delivery, Grovedale, Alberta TOH 1X0
Ph: 780-532-7696 ~ Fax: 780-532-0289

Phone: 604-465-4752 Fax: 604-465-4744
Email: pmmeats@telus.net

MFL RANCH BISON

Herdsires: Breeding Bulls,
Throlson — Holmberg Line Bred Heifers
Heim — Great Northern and . .
C for Sal Ric Peterson Dave King Dean Swanberg
ows for >ale. 780-518-4003  403-815-8008  780-876-2354
Dick & Karina Staudinger Biling Address:
MEFL Ranches 428 Hawkland Place N.W. i
Box 25, Alix, AB TOC 0BO Calgary, Alberta www.kleskunhillsbison.com
Phone: 403-747-2500 Fax: 403-747-2501 T3G 3R6 kleskunhillsbison@home.com
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GRASS FINISHING BISON

. not suryive.\ \

Soil land feed testmg should be d ne!
annually or at least every few years:'
These tests reveal the nutritional quality

~ close to 100 percent.

Adequate mineral supplementation is
the next consideration. Grains contain
vitamins and minerals that can supple-
ment the grass finished diet that lacks
these grains. Many bison producers
feed a broad spectrum mineral supple-
ment or a mineral supplement that is
specific to their region’s soil and feed
quality. Loose mineral that can be fed in
a bin with low levels of sodium is opti-
mal.
offered, the result could be low conce
tlon\rates an&?@r weak calves that (En

of the grass, density and diversity, which
are region specific. These tests are a
minimal cost when considering the
health of your entire herd. Conception
rates are closely related to nutrition, so
this can have a large impact on your bot-
tom line. Soil and feed testing could be
your way of improving conceptlon to

If a mineral supplement is not,

you to compete in the meat market.

Talking to experienced bison produc-
ers in your area or accessing government
agricultural extension services for exist-
ing knowledge and resources are very
good ways to get region-specific nutri-
tional advice. Knowing the capabilities
of your pasture and the protein content
of the grasses will help you determine the
herd size. Still remember to be flexible
based on what yo’ﬁ find the ranch capa-
bility. Chaosing a& average growth spot

in your p X%.\Ye will give you a good ref-

| erence p %Se tests.
otatl al Grﬁ’z &F
" The'most important thing when man-

maximize the benefits of the land/ animal
relationship. Although bison are consid-
ered to be a more self-maintaining live-
stock than some others, careful consider-
ation is still required when growing ani-
mals for meat. Survival is different than
growth, and survival alone will not allow

=

rotating frequently. Opening the gate,

Stay in tune with quality, trends and
forage reserves to find the optimal ani-
mal density in your pastures. Walk
through your pastures, take pictures and
make notes for future reference.
Understanding the relationship between
your pasture conditions and resulting
animal body conditions (which can only
be done by monitoring both closely) will
allow you to fine tune your operation for
maximum profitability.

There are many pasture rotation
options, ranging from daily rotation to
every few months. For the more fre-
quent rotation methods, smaller pas-

tures arg¢ used and the animals are
agmg a grass ﬁmshmg operation is to |/
monitor your pastures and animals to

rained /to, move often. This method
requires'a routine where the bison are
moving to a pasture with more grass and
adequate mineral supplementation and
water. This increases their desire to
move.

During the calving season, you will
want to take special care to make sure
newborn calves are not left behind if
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Sir Gilbert born 1997

muiis  ABVR born 2000

ol 78067415471
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GRASS FINISHING BISON

between pastures and giving the bison a
few days to move reduces stress and
gives new calves and their mothers time
to move when they are ready. Conduct
a sweep of the pasture before closing the
gate to make sure the entire herd has
moved. For rotation methods as fre-
quent as daily rotation, cost of fencing
may be a barrier for some producers.
This works best with a small, quiet herd.
The benefit to rotating pastures quite
frequently is that it most closely aligns
with how the animals live,in the wild.
Free roaming bison graze g"i;&sses quick-
ly and thoroughly, just once in between
being left to replenish. The pasture 15‘
trampled by the animals enough!for aelh
ation but not enough to severely com-
pact the soil beyond optimal growth
conditions. Fecal matter is spread out
and left to dry between rotations, which
greatly reduces parasite infestation.
Leaving pastures void for 4-6 weeks
gives the manure time to thoroughly dry
out and kill off the parasites.
- Performing fecal tests can also show you

if your pasture rotation method is avoid-
ing this danger. In addition, the proper
rotation allows dung beetles to perform
their valuable role of recycling nutrients
into the soil. You may choose to manual-
ly control weeds so that the grasses can
take over.

You want to rotate your animals
faster when the grass grows faster. One
method is to rest the pasture for twice
the, time it was graﬂd Rotating your
anu@als often also 5serves the grasses
in preparatlon for gf

eﬁollowéng seaso
Differgnt grasses gf}giaw i dlffere§g

parts of the season; cool season grass
grow in the early spring and warm sea’
son grasses grow /in the early summer
(exact times are seasonally dependent).
You want to make sure not to graze
either of these seasonal grasses too
hard. Leave ~40 percent of the cool sea-
son grasses in early spring to give
enough feed through the late summer
and fall. Continuing to rotate quickly
through the summer when warm grass-
es emerge 1eaves enough feed to la

gl _"

Anne Garrido

N_XO L

¢ Facility available to handle and weigh

* Payment on delivery
¢ Contracts available

Website: www.springbankbison.com

* We buy all types of naturally raised bison
* Top prices on finished carcass

In the meat business for 30 years.

* Federal Plant #506
* EU approved plant

-‘to slaughter.

BOUVRY EXPORTS
CALGARY LTD.

40128 Twp Rd 250

CALGARY, ALBERTA, CANADA T3Z 2P6
Ph. 403-247-9477 Fax. 403-247-9333
HEAD OFFICE: Ph. 403-253-0717

EMAIL: anne@bouvrycanada.ca

* Exporting meat worldwide
* Wholesale and retail
* Home of Spring Bank Bison Products

through the winter. Each season of
growth is managed in preparation for
the next; make sure to pay careful
attention to this.

Some bison producers let the ani-
mals do the management themselves.
Rather than dictating pasture rotation
times, the gates between 3-4 pastures
are opened up and the animals are left
to rotate/themselves and use their own

. instincts. f'y‘rhxs management technique
[requires keepmg records; of where the
animals have been. Keep'track of the

grasses; the herd and the fencesi Hay is /

| put out in the’early spring until the ani- / / ¥
| imals stop-eating it.  In the fall, hay is "

put out early-and the animals will begin
eating it when the like. ' This lets the
instincts of the animals dictate what
they need.

Many bison producers finish their
bison on premium pasture for the last
60-90 days prior to slaughter. This
increases carcass weight and prof-
itability for the finished animals gomg

..
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GRASS FINISHING BISON

When planning for winter grazing, you want to make sure the grass is left as tall as possible,
but is still in the vegetative stage, when it goes into dormancy.

The main objective when choosing a
pasture rotation method is to keep the
animals on fresh, nutrient dense pasture
and optimize the land/ animal interac-
tion.

Seasonal Variations and Grass/
Forage Alternatives
The economics of grass finishing are

closely linked with climate and the
amount and quality of forage naturally
produced on the pastures. Some
adjustments in certain regions will
compensate for shortcomings in the
pasture quality during parts of the sea-
son. Feeding length in the winter varies
depending on the climate that particu-
lar year. Some climates allow for year-

m
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Licence #310505

et — N\
’ ‘ — ’ “
hl_e; calendar :
5 NOVEMBER, 2009 CATTLE SALE 7 _ 8:30 AM If
7 NOVEMBER, 2009 BISON SALE 12NOON §' il
12 NOVEMBER, 2009 REGULAR CATTLE SALE 8:30 AM ‘
14 NOVEMBER, 2009 BRED COW & HEIFER SALE 12 NOON ‘
19 NOVEMBER, 2009 REGULAR CATTLE SALE 8:30 AM
20 NOVEMBER, 2009 EVENING HORSE SALE coopm Il
26 NOVEMBER, 2009 REGULAR CATTLE SALE 8:30 AM g }
, 28 NOVEMBER, 2009 BRED COW & HEIFER SALE 12 NOON ¥
3 DECEMBER, 2009 REGULAR CATTLE SALE 8:30 AM
‘ | ') 5 DECEMBER, 2009 BISON SALE ;‘-;“Jf 12NOON § _
| 10 DECEMBER, 2009 REGULAR CATTLE SALE 8:30AM B
; ‘ 12 DECEMBER, 2009 BRED COW & HEIFER SALE 12NOON N
J< ’ 17 DECEMBER, 2009 REGULAR CATTLE SALE 8:30AM §
‘ 18 DECEMBER, 2009 EVENING HORSE SALE 6:00 PM ’
juhn@«f Y \ |
(M ? TITTI77T ya 77 TITTTTTZ 1‘\\
i Drayton Valley |
| \
'\ 542-4337
&l
‘ Z 77 Z ""“; ’
www sekuraauctlons com ‘

round grazing. This makes preparation
for winter a lot less cumbersome as
long as moisture levels are adequate.
Some planning can be done to have
adequate forage under the snow for
winter grazing. In regions where a
longer winter season persists, forage
must be fed through the coldest
months of the winter.

When planning for winter grazing,
you want to make sure the grass is left as
tall as possible, but is still in the vegeta-
tive stage, when it goes into dormancy.
The vegetative stage is when the leaves
and stalks are still growing but the grass
has not yet gone to seed. Managing your
pasture rotations through the summer is
an important factor in preparing for
winter grazing. Continual and consis-
tent rotations will keep the grass in veg-
etative stage into the late fall for optimal
winter grazing conditions. The animals
should be rotated less frequently in the
winter, to allow them to thoroughly
graze the forage under the snow.

When feeding winter forage, rolling
hay bales out over the snow offers the
benefits of naturally re-seeding the area,
which stimulates healthy pastures in
preparation for the next growing season.
Roll the bales out in different areas in
the pasture to spread out manure to fer-
tilize the %rass that will come in the
spring. This also reduces pushing and
shoving, allowing all animals in the herd

f pccess tg the feed. Some producers feed
Zoforage supplement during the winter

maintain adequate body weight on

| /the animals

Planmng and Making Timely

I Man@ement Decisions

Some factors specific to a grass fin-
ished bison operation may present chal-
lenges. Be aware of these challenges and
plan your strategy to overcome them.
Do this before making the decision to

_ grass finish your animals. You must

make a conscious decision whether you

plan to grass finish or grain finish and

not attempt to switch between the two
practices. It takes two years between

~ starting as a grass finisher and seeing



GRASS FINISHING BISON

your initial profit from the new opera-
tional practice. It takes longer to
change from a grain finishing opera-
tion to a grass finishing operation than
the opposite. Thus, this transition
must be thoroughly planned and
research must be done prior to making
a long-term change such as this one to
your operation.

The initial challenge when running a
grass finishing operation is the require-
ment of a large land base. Existing pro-
ducers sometimes lack access to this and
new producers may not be able to afford
this investment.

Another challenge is that growing
season length varies in each region and
also varies from season to season. Your
herd size will need to be tailored to your
land availability and climate track
record. Then you will need to continual-
ly adjust the stocking rate based on sea-
sonal growing conditions. You must cull
animals early when hard times come.
This is the key to maintaining the condi-
tion of animals you have chosen to keep
in your herd.

Region/ feed quality relationship is
more important for grass finishing than
grain because you are depending on
local weather and environment condi-
tions. Grains are more easily and rou-
tinely transported to the animals than
forages. In times of drought or excep-
tionally long cold winters, it is also more
difficult to meet caloric requirements
with forage than grain, so you need to
consider this.

Grass fed animals take longer to fin-
ish and it is more difficult to ccfptrol the
timing of the finish. The overall cost ofi |

producing animals of comparablé |
weight is higher when compared to\{|
grain finished bison. This factor ¥
requires that you be able to attain a pre- | |}
mium price when marketing the meat. ;

Grain finished animals often go to
slaughter at 18 months, while grass fin-
ished animals are ready closer to 26
months. This may require you to win-
ter them for an extra season.

Resulting fall weights of animals can g

be inconsistent in comparison to grain
finished animals. This is because there
are more uncontrollable factors when

grass finishing due to climate effects

on pastures.

Good genetics are critical for a suc-
cessful grass finishing program.

Because there is less manipulation of
weight in short periods of time, you can-
not quickly change undesirable carcass
features.

A specific marketing plan must be
decided on early. There are specific
characteristics of grass finished bison
that draw a premium, but the meat must
be marketed properly to the right group
of people that see value in those charac-

teristics (a niche market). Because many
marketers who sell grain finished ani-
mals require consistency in product, you
will not be compensated at a premium
from these marketers and will need to
have your own marketing plan in place.
The difference between success and fail-
ure in your operation could be whether
or not you set up a marketing plan and
establish a customer base early, long
before the animals reach prime age for
meat or breeding stock. g0

Metal Bison Equipment

250 BU. CREEP FEEDER

Features Magic Panels, 12,000 Ib. axle,
7,000 Ib. replaceable jack, new 10 ply
tires, salt and mineral attachment and
weatherproof chutes.

See our video on our website.

A

-
BALE FEEDERS

8 ft. x 20 ft. Bale Feeders, Framed 2 3/8"
Drill Pipe, Can custom build to order.

MIAMI WELDING LTD.

RR #1, Box 118, Morden, MB. R6M 1V9

1000 BU. SELF FEEDER
Features full length lids, 20" eaves,
New adjustments on weatherproof
chutes and wider ladders.

CORRAL PANELS

6 ft. x 10ft. Corral Panels

1%" x 2%" Tubing, Weight 117 Ibs.
150 panels only

SLAM-LOCK LATCH
No Pins, Positive Lock

P. (204) 822-6919 | www.miamiwelding.com

Please call for more information and for a dealer nearest you.
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