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» Livestock    BY MEGHAN FILBERT

Reflections on the Grassfed Exchange
Conference brought together graziers and sustainable 
food supporters from around the world 

Regeneration is defined as the renewal or restoration of a biological system 
after injury or as a normal process. The concept of regenerative agriculture 
was at the core of The Grassfed Exchange, a conference now in its 10th year 
that draws like-minded people who are  passionate about grass-fed livestock 
production. Held in South Dakota this past June, several Practical Farmers 
members decided to make the trip. The two-day conference was preceded by 
ranch tours that showed off the best of the mixed and shortgrass prairies.

Regenerative Ranching 

S outh Dakota leads the nation in 
bison production, much of which 
is holistically raised to support 

conservation. As part of the conference, 
Rebecca Baldwin-Kordick, a graduate 
student in soil science at Iowa State 
University, toured 777 Bison Ranch in 
southwestern South Dakota. “When I visited 
the ranch, I understood the ecological 
importance of bison to the American West,” 
Rebecca says. “I listened to the ranchers talk 
about winter hardiness of the bison, and 
their easy calving. Since running bison, the 
ranchers have documented the tremendous 
return of plant and bird wildlife on their 
ranch. Indeed, the ground cover was not 
uniform, but dotted with yellow flowering 
legumes, and red hues, amid a gradient of 
greens. They oscillated on the breezy hills, 
celebrating diversity like a colorful crowd in 
a football stadium. As the ranchers spoke, 
I watched the bison behind them; they ran 
together atop the plateau and down the 
green escarpments like water.” 

Reverence for Diversity 
and Soil Health
Christine Jones, a soil scientist from 
Australia, presented on the extraordinary 
power of above- and below-ground 
diversity. “When we’re standing on soil, 
we’re standing on a rooftop to another 
world,” she says. Healthy soils and all-
around diversity are at the root of grass-fed 
livestock production – and were the main 
focal points of the conference. Christine 
advocates for having 10 to 12 plant species 
present at any one time, and says the 
tipping point for soil biological activity is a 
minimum of eight species. 

“Diversity is king,” says Bruce Carney, of 
Maxwell, reflecting on his experience at 
the conference. “Diversity in plant species, 
diversity in livestock species and diversity 
with animal impact. You shouldn’t do the 
same things in the same location all the 
time.” On the drive home, Randy Riediger, 
of Hinton, expressed that he wants to 
experiment with early interseeding of 
shade-tolerant cover crops into his standing 
corn. He wants to plant seven species (corn 
being the eighth) in order to reach the 
tipping point for soil activity proposed by 
Christine Jones. 

“I walked away from this conference and 
the lectures, like those given by soil scientist 
Dr. Jones, and ecologically focused rancher 

Glenn Elzinga of Alderspring Ranch, with an 
enhanced appreciation for diversity’s power 
to influence soil and agroecosystem health,” 
Rebecca says. “I took with me new insight 
into the ability to harness the power of 
grazing animals to hasten soil regeneration, 
not to hinder it.”

Reshaping the Paradigm  
“We are the ones we’ve been waiting for,” 
proclaimed Christine Su, co-founder of 
Pasture Map, a grazing app that tracks 
grazing moves and herd performance. 
Christine facilitated a young-farmer panel 
and explained that as we embark on this 
new era of regenerative agriculture, the 
next generation of farmers gets to define 
what the movement looks like. To get past 
the barriers of land access and capital 
investments, these young farmers have 
taken unconventional routes – such as 
leasing livestock and land from absentee 
owners, or contract-grazing farms owned 
by a real estate company. One woman on 
the panel, who doesn’t currently own land, 
secured a private investment to purchase 
a herd of bison managed by others rather 
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than herself. Over the course of four 
years, this woman is working up to full 
responsibility of the herd and securing land. 
Another farmer funded a meat cooperative 
with the help of a social finance loan from 
RSF Social Finance, an organization that 
lends and grants money to entrepreneurs 
creating social and ecological change. 

Fred Kirschenmann, of Ames, presented on 
the future of agriculture, stating that we’ll 
need “creativity, imagination and spiritual 
conviction” to remain resilient over the next 
50 years. “Farmers are transitioning from 
input-intensive systems to systems that are 
more self-renewing,” Fred said during his 
session. “In the process, they are bringing 
the soil back to life, which dramatically 
reduces the need for inputs, and makes 
farms profitable again.” Fred acknowledged 
models like OneHealthAg, an organization 
working to modernize our meat supply by 
meshing the interests of farmers raising 
food with integrity with the goals of large 
buyers trying to meet goals of consumer 
well-being and climate stability. 

According to The Land Institute’s proposed 
50-year farm bill, as supplies of fossil fuels, 
rock phosphate and fresh water deplete, 
we’ll experience a decline in annual grain 
crops. Perennial grains like kernza, and 
perennial forages could take their place. 
In the future, federal subsides may also 

provide incentives for perennial agriculture. 
In the next 50 years, we could see an 
incredible shift that would support and 
reward regenerative farmers. 

Ruminations from PFI Members
By the end of the conference, it was hard 
to not feel overwhelmed with knowledge 
and inspiration. Shea Velez-Westphal, 
a beginning farmer in Cedar Rapids, 
received a scholarship to attend the 
conference as part of the Herd Fellows 
program to support young farmers. 
“The Grassfed Exchange was an amazing 
learning experience. I learned about 
raising livestock in a humane, restorative 
way that ensures an outcome for quality 
meats and products,” Shea says. “There 
was a large focus on the importance of 
rotational grazing, multi-species grazing, 
restoring and maintaining soil health, cover 
crops, marketing and building community. 
Using these practices can help restore 
Iowa’s land, and I look forward to gaining 
more knowledge and skills in regenerative 
agriculture and grass-fed livestock as I 
progress in my farming endeavors.” 

Rebecca Baldwin-Kordick learned more 
about third-party certifications, like the 
Conservation Ranching program offered 
by the Audubon Society. “These are great 
opportunities to showcase, at a premium, 
the ecological benefits that can be had from 

holistic grazing practices,” she says. “I think, 
in collaboration with organizations like this, 
adding livestock back onto the farm is as 
crucial as ever to regenerating Iowa soils, 
and restoring water quality, native grasses 
and bird populations. 

“I traveled to the conference with a group 
of Iowa farmers,” Rebecca adds, “and was 
energized by their enthusiasm to go home, 
incorporate new cover crop cocktails, 
maximize the photosynthetic capacities 
on their land by adding more soil carbon, 
and graze the cover with livestock, all while 
spreading manure sans fuel.” 

For Connie Carney, of Maxwell, the 
conference was both overwhelming and 
inspiring: “It was a bit overwhelming to see 
so many people share their hopes, dreams 
and struggles. The Grassfed Exchange 
delivers a message of hope and optimism to 
farmers of diverse agriculture backgrounds, 
who are working and often struggling 
daily, to figure out how to improve and 
regenerate their land, animals and lives.”

Next year, the Grassfed Exchange 
conference will take place April 3-5 in Santa 
Rosa, California. 

Above: Prairie grasses evolved with grazing and trampling disturbances provided by bison. Without bison, humans are obliged to manage farm and 
rangelands to avoid stagnation, manage fire risk and promote ecosystem balance and productivity. (Photo courtesy of Rebecca Baldwin-Kordick) Opposite: PFI 
members Rebecca Baldwin-Kordick and Randy Riediger traveled from Iowa to attend the conference.


