Steward . Caregiver . Neighbor.

The American Lamb Producer

Message from our chairman:
Our continual quest to improve
Thank you for taking time to get to know a little more about the people who
bring high quality lamb to the market. When we talk about sustainability,
we are talking about our producers and feeders and their desire to do the
right thing for their families, for their flocks, for their communities and for
the environment. It takes a hearty soul, a steady will and the continual
desire to improve the present to be a successful lamb rancher in this day
and age. Our industry is built on time-tested family tradition balanced
with innovation and best-practice research.
Compared to other proteins, we are a small industry. I would say small but mighty in that we
deliver a highly desirable product to market that stands out as lean and full of flavor. Because of
our size, we get to know our fellow producers and often share our challenges and our successes.

Survey summary:
sustainability makes gooD business sense

Every industry is faced with challenges and the lamb industry is not exempt. Droughts, floods,
freeze – Mother Nature always has her say in how we take care of our animals both in terms of their
safety and comfort and in terms of available feed.

The results from a self-reported sustainability survey among lamb producers and

I’m particularly proud of our industry for how we have faced challenges including record-breaking

feeders found that for the American Lamb industry, sustainable practices are

drought. Even as adversity sat on our doorstep, we decided to take a look at our practices in an

inherent in land stewardship, animal care and community outreach. The industry’s

effort to create an even more resilient industry. We conducted our first industry-wide survey that

definition of sustainability is simple: the continued ability to provide consumers

covered elements of environmental stewardship and animal comfort as well as our commitment to

with high quality sheep and lamb products in a way that sustains the lamb industry

the communities in which we live.

and its families, employees and communities, and does not reduce the capacity of
the environment to provide for the needs of future generations.

Highlights from the survey are outlined in this report. I hope you enjoy this report and that it helps
you develop a better understanding of our day-to-day world of, as we say, raising great American

Sustainability to us means:

families

flock s

Lamb from great American land.

communities

environment

Dan Lippert
Chairman 2013
American Lamb Board
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The American Lamb Industry:
A family history of heart and soul
As with all animal agriculture, the sheep

encountered

industry is populated with family businesses

the opportunity.

that

have

generations

of

experience,

challenges and appreciation for their silent

Those

(albeit

consumers

often

forceful)

partner,

Mother

Nature. The U.S. sheep industry first made

who

do

eat

its mark in the 16th and 17th centuries when

lamb are fond

colonists smuggled sheep into the territory

of its quality and

from England, defying a decree banning

unique

the making of wool in the colonies. By

More than 40

1664, there were 10,000 sheep roaming the

percent of lamb

American colonies and the foundation for a

eaters actively look for American Lamb rather

thriving industry was fast taking hold.

than imports. They see it as a fresher option

flavor.

and enjoy supporting American farmers and
The industrial volume of sheep and lambs

ranchers. As consumers become more and

results of this study indicate that many
producers are utilizing production
practices that are:

peaked in 1945, with a head count topping

more aware of where their food comes from,

56 million. Since that year, the number of

they are more interested in choosing proteins

U.S. sheep has continually declined, and

from farmers and ranchers who care for their

today the current inventory of America’s

animals and the environment.
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82,000 sheep ranches is just over six million.

environmentally
friendly

humane

Chefs are now looking for meats that

supportive of
rural economies

Per capita consumption of lamb in the U.S.

are locally sourced and are interested in

is currently 1lb. per person annually. When

supporting sustainable practices, according

compared to the consumption of beef, which

to the National Restaurant Association’s

comes in at 61 lbs. per person annually,

survey “What’s Hot in 2013.” Top American

you get the perspective that lamb, when it

chefs also indicated a growing appreciation

is considered, is a special occasion and fine

for lamb as a local, quality meat choice in

dining choice. As a matter of fact, according

a 2011 survey conducted by Restaurant

to a 2011 consumer survey conducted by the

Business. This could be fueled by the ALB’s

American Lamb Board (ALB), nearly half of

“Shepherd to Chef” program that fosters

consumers had never eaten lamb. They were

strong connection between lamb producers

not raised eating lamb and just never really

and talented chefs.
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our Survey Methodology:
a well-rounded look into the lamb industry
In 2012, the American Lamb Board sponsored

aided

an industry-wide survey of producers and

development

feeders targeting various operational practices

of the survey

in an effort to identify best practices and lay

and

the foundation for future improvements.

important

The industry’s response highlighted the

insight

very engaged nature of these family-ranch

the

operators and illustrated their commitment

day challenges

to practices that protect the environment,

sheep ranches

improve land management, maintain animal

face, as well as

well-being and generate positive social and

the variety of

economic impact on local communities.

regional production systems they employ.

producers & feeders
responded to our survey

The American Lamb industry is as diverse

The survey was developed with input from

as the regions in which it operates. For the

a sustainability working group comprised of

All major regions and principal methods for raising lamb were

purposes of the survey, four production types

lamb-industry members and stakeholders,

represented, totaling a pool of nearly 1.5 million lambs and sheep.

were identified:

including:

1. Range: Lambs graze on native plants on

• Megan Wortman

1,113

large geographical range lands.
2. Farm Flock Forage: Lambs are put on
pasture-based forage. Some feed may be

166

West Coast

157

provided but forage is predominant.
3. Farm Flock Intensive: Lambs are raised

Intermountain
West

on feed rather than pasture and the flock

297

454
Midwest

contains breeding ewes.

East Coast

29

South Central

10

the

provided
into
day-to-

Executive Director, American Lamb Board, CO

• Clint Krebs

VP, American Sheep Industry Association, OR

• Dan Morrical

Sheep Extension Specialist, Iowa State, IA

• Tom Watson

Co-Secretary, National Lamb Feeders Association, OR

• Leo Tammi

ALB member, VA

4. Feed Lot: Lambs are provided feed

Location Not
Provided

in

• Cody Hiemke

ALB member, Niman Ranch, WI

supplied in defined pens.
A team of two agriculture sustainability

The survey was delivered electronically to just

professionals

over 7,000 producers and feeders.

from

Milepost

Consulting

conducted site visits at 19 ranches and two
feedlots throughout the country. The visits
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Environmental Impact:
Striving for optimum stewardship
“Sheep bolster the sustainability of
agriculture thanks to their small size,
efficient rumens, dietary flexibility
and ease of handling.”

and pastures. 80 percent of respondents
who repeat soil testing do so at least every
five years.

Water Quality
The health of pastures and ranges significantly
affects the health of a flock, and must be
properly maintained. Nearly 100 percent of
respondents monitor pastures for optimal
grazing conditions, using at least one key
indicator. Producers understand and respect
the land and have found that many grazing
practices leave pastures and fields in better
condition, restoring soil health and native
vegetation.

The american Lamb producer
understands a healthy product comes
from healthy pastures

Survey respondents were asked to rank the
impact of lamb operations in their region on
the listed environmental systems:
Negative

Positive

Neutral

80%
70%

v

60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%

Grazing to
Manage Lands

compost
manure

48 percent of respondents

More than 70 percent of

protect
Natural Water
Areas

reported that targeted

respondents collect manure

61 percent of producers

grazing by their flocks led to a

and either distribute it

fence off riparian areas

reduction in the use of diesel,

directly to a field or transfer

to manage access to

agrochemicals and fertilizers.

it to managed compost.

water bodies.

0%

Well
Water

Surface
Water &
Riparian
areas

Animal
Habitat
& native
species

Soil
Quality

Soil Health
While less than half of respondents (39
percent) have a nutrient management plan
for their farms, 71 percent of respondents
test the nutrient content of soil on their
property and carefully manage their fields

The quality of water is of the upmost
importance to the grazing ecology of sheep
farms. 61 percent of producers who have
riparian areas fence them off to manage
access to water bodies, although only 15
percent currently test surface water on their
properties for contamination.

Benefits of Grazing
Sheep are skilled grazers. With a natural
efficiency, they can easily replace a lawn
mower or weed-eater and can cover territory
that is difficult to navigate by machinery. As
a matter of fact, targeted grazing is the art of
using sheep to manage farm lands or natural
habitats. And that proves to be of significant
value as farmers and other land managers
face encroachment of noxious weeds and
other unwanted vegetation.
Respondents report using sheep and lambs
to graze more than 300,000 acres (or 0.8
acres per head) for land management
purposes, including noxious weed control,
post-harvest crop clean up, and reducing
the risk and severity of wildfires. It was also
estimated that their targeted grazing saved
more than 11,700 gallons of diesel through
reduced tractor use.
“We are first and foremost stewards
of the land.”
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Animal Care:
Animal health and comfort is paramount
Since it is in the producers’ best interest to
raise a healthy lamb, there’s an undeniable
bond between these family-run ranches and
range operations and their flocks. It demands
24/7 attention and lamb producers have
built their lifestyle around that commitment.
“Our operation is built around the
balance of healthy pastures and a
healthy herd.”

Flock Care

86%

of respondents use at least
three best practices for making
their herds comfortable

86 percent of respondents use at least three
identified best practices to reduce the stress
on the flock.
Feeder

Forage

Intensive

85%

80%

v

72%

According to the USDA, predation causes
direct economic losses in excess of $20
million to the sheep and lamb producers.
This is a continual and often controversial
challenge for lamb producers who must
balance the benefits, effectiveness and costs
of various predator management strategies.
65 percent of respondents employ
multiple management practices to deter
predation, although the most common
response was removal of the predator
through humane but permanent means.
The primary preventative actions taken by
nearly 50 percent of the respondents include
moving the flock or increasing the presence
of herders or guard animals.

Range

90%

Flock Protection

73%

70%
60%
50%
40%
30%

clean
lambing
areas

Bedding

well
trained
dogs

flowing
Corrals

trailing
instead of
Trucking

Experienced
Herders

shelter
against
weather

20%

43%

41%

42%
29%
15%

10%
0%

Other

“Having accumulated knowledge
of animal behavior, and loving and
respecting these animals, I recognize
that humane and thoughtful
management leads to greater
productivity.”

During one of our in-the-field interviews, we
were in site of a pasture where several pregnant
ewes were relaxing and chewing cud. Hardly one
question had been asked when the wife sprang up,
grabbed a large crook, commanded her sheep dog
to her side and flew through the pasture gate with
the rest of us barely in tow. She and her husband
isolated a specific ewe while the dog skillfully moved
the rest of the flock away. She wrestled the ewe to
the ground and quickly delivered twin lambs that
had been in distress. She and her husband spoke
softly to the animals while they worked efficiently,
making sure mom and babies united correctly.
She walked back to us with blood on her hands
and arms but a look of contentment that beamed
throughout. “What was your question?” she asked.

witness
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Social And Economic Impact:
american lamb producers Support
rural economies
“This is a small community with
the local economy highly tied into
farming and ranching. We provide
an outlook on life and the future that
helps stabilize our local economy.”
Sheep industry production spurs a ripple
effect throughout the economy, generating
additional economic value especially to the
rural communities that benefit from the
purchase of local goods and services. The
employment multiplier for the lamb industry
indicates that for every 25 jobs within the

The American Lamb Producer shows pride
for their community through:

industry, another 10 jobs are created in allied
industries that support production.
Respondents spend on average 86 percent of

v

their operational budgets locally, supporting
rural economies when at all possible.
The 76 percent of respondents who engage
in community service commit an average of

Family owned
farms for
generations

Being
committed
to Public
Service

Striving to
achieve
excellence

116 volunteer hours annually.
“People in my town enjoy bringing
their kids and grandkids down to our
place to see the sheep and lambs.”

Sitting in a small barn office built in
the early 1900s, a rancher was working
through his feed and utility bills as we
continued our interview. As with all of
the ranchers we interviewed, he was
kind and patient. Committed to the
ranch that had been handed down to
him as fourth generation, he paused in
his pursuit of statistics. “I’m proud of our
place in this community,” he mused.
“We support everything from 4-H to
Rotary Club to school field trips.” He
put his paperwork down, further adding
to a busy desk. “Here’s what worries me
most,” his voice was softer. “I love living
in this remote piece of what I see as
paradise, driving into town for supplies
and social activities. I love the land that
brings both hardships and joy. But,
my two sons. Well, they’re both off to
college and loving the life that a small
town just doesn’t offer.” He looked up
and paused. “Here’s what I don’t know
for sure – will I have someone to run this
ranch when it’s time to hand it down to
the fifth generation?”

witness
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Sustaining The Industry:
striving to achieve excellence
Members of the sheep industry by and large

The comments gathered during the survey

are families that care about their sheep, their

consistently point to an industry that is

land and their communities. And for the most

focused on doing the right thing. One such

part, these industry members are striving

quote sums up the prevailing sentiment:

to achieve excellence through the perfect
balance

of

animal

care,

environmental

stewardship and community support. The
survey and audit report identified areas for
improvement and the industry is taking strides
to act on the recommendations. Predator
management, disease control, employment
practices, manure management, and flock
movement are areas that are currently being
addressed. The issues are surmountable but
they must be translated into the context of
the day-to-day demands on the producer and
feeder. The predator issue alone represents

About the American Lamb Board:
Committed to Producer Education
and Consumer Awareness
The American Lamb Board is an industry-funded research and promotions
commodity board that represents all sectors of the American Lamb industry
including producers, feeders, seed stock producers and processors. The Board,
appointed by the Secretary of Agriculture, is focused on increasing demand
by promoting the freshness, flavor, nutritional benefits, and culinary versatility
of American Lamb. The work of the American Lamb Board is overseen by the
U.S. Department of Agriculture and the board’s programs are supported and
implemented by the staff in Denver, Colorado. For more information about ALB
programs, go to www.americanlamb.com.

more than a $20 million loss annually to
industry members with alternative solutions
that include increased use of guard animals,
electric fencing or flock relocation – all
expensive measures in an industry that lives
with volatile economic margins.

“For 100 years, this has been a livestock
farm, and an ethic of preserving and
enhancing land productivity has
always been paramount, since most of
what supports life depends on the soil.
Grandpa was always proud of the fact
that when this was wheat country, he
never burned the great piles of straw
that remained after threshing, as
many grain-only farmers had to do.
It was used for animal production,
as feed or bedding, and eventually
was re-applied to the soil. My dad
used to brag that he spent more time
spreading manure than all the rest
of his farming practices combined,
and how it added nutrients, organic
matter and microbial life to the soil.
In my time here, I’m proud of these
practices. We are situated far from any
surface water, with systems employed
to control runoff. The same well has
pumped safe water from a location
in the middle of the farmstead for 80
years with no groundwater pollution,
and our heavy reliance on clean fresh
water mandates that we keep it that
way.”
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3515 South Tamarac Drive, Suite 130
Denver, CO 80237
866.327.LAMB (5262)
americanlamb.com

