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MDC Partners With Audubon Conservation Ranching Program

The Missouri Department of Conservation (MDC) is assisting the National Audubon Society
(Audubon) in implementing a beef program to benefit both ranchers and grassland birds. The
Audubon Conservation Ranching program links consumers to beef produced on farms that
provide good grassland bird habitat. When consumers buy beef certified under the Audubon
program, they’re boosting habitat for birds and also supporting more pollinators for plants.
Conservation Ranching is a program stretching across the Great Plains states, and the
Missouri portion began offering beef to consumers this fall.

The goal is a profitable program for cattle ranchers, but one that also helps reverse steep
population declines during the past half century by grassland birds, such as bobwhite quail.
Audubon is implementing a partnership between farmers, consumers, and retail outlets, with
an assist by conservation expertise in meshing bird-friendly habitat with market-based
agriculture. The program aims to give ranchers a premium price for beef, and it also links
them with financial incentives such as cost share programs that defray costs for
implementing conservation practices.

MDC staff members provide advice to ranchers and Audubon on pasture management
strategies that can benefit cattle production but also provide usable habitat for grassland
birds. The program also provides consumers another choice in cooking with Missouri-raised
beef.

“The required habitat management plan provides a roadmap to help participants build the
right mix of forages to benefit their cattle while providing essential nesting and brood-rearing
cover for birds,” said Max Alleger, MDC grassland coordinator. “Audubon recognizes that
improving habitat takes time, so these plans lay out a reasonable timeline, often three years
or more, for participants to meet all program standards.”

A real strength is that Audubon’s program allows producers to transition toward providing
good habitat in a practical manner, Alleger said. They can sell cattle grown on their pastures
while improving their grasslands to meet certification protocols.

“In a very real sense, consumers who purchase this beef are helping pay for habitat
improvements,” he said. “Audubon also realizes that making habitat and pasture
improvement requires financial investment, so the habitat management plans also help link
producers to cost-share and incentive programs to help defray these costs.” 

Beef produced under the program at the Dave Haubein farm in Dade County is now on sale
in central Missouri. The long-range goal is to develop multiple beef producers using the
Audubon Conservation Ranching program, with beef from Audubon-certified ranches on
sale at numerous retail outlets including in cities such as Kansas City and St. Louis.

“It’s designed to build a sustainable, wildlife friendly system that is still profitable for the
farmer,” Haubein said. “It dovetails perfectly with the direction I want to take my farm.” 

The vast majority of grasslands are privately owned and managed for livestock production.
So effective conservation requires helping producers manage pastures in ways that build
better habitat and make economic sense. Audubon’s Conservation Ranching program will be
expanded in Missouri as more consumers, producers and retail outlets participate. Beef from



ranches certified by Audubon is also for sale or nearing retail offering in markets in North
Dakota, South Dakota, Texas, Colorado, and New Mexico.

Participating ranches adopt Audubon production protocols and implement a Habitat
Management Plan that benefits local grassland birds. In Missouri, MDC Private Land
Conservationists help farmers develop habitat and pasture management plans to benefit
bobwhites and other locally important birds such as bobolink, upland sandpiper, Henslow’s
sparrow, loggerhead shrike and greater prairie chicken.  Typically, these plans outline steps to
renovate some fescue pastures, plant native grasses, control invasive plants, and implement a
rotational grazing approach that produces patchy, diverse cover across the farm.

MDC and the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) are key Missouri
partners. In addition to providing technical habitat and pasture management assistance, these
agencies provide financial resources to help participating producers improve their grasslands.

Two NRCS projects provide substantial financial support directly to producers. Also, an
NRCS Conservation Innovation Grant is helping Audubon actively market certified beef
products to consumers who care about birds. MDC cost sharing funds may also be available
in select areas of the state.

Participating ranches must also meet Audubon standards related to forage and feeding, and
environmental sustainability. Animals in the program must spend their entire lives on
grasslands.  Detailed program protocols may be viewed at Audubon.org/ranching/protocols.

Audubon wants to recruit more Missouri producers into the program, and will co-host
a series of workshops for interested landowners this winter with the MDC. To learn
more about grassland habitat planning or attend a workshop in your area, send an
email to max.alleger@mdc.mo.gov.

For more information about Audubon Conservation Ranching, and to locate retail
outlets selling beef under the program, contact Chris Wilson, program director, at
cwwilson@audubon.org, or visit Audubon.org/ranching.
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