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Introduction 
Economic and environmental 

stresses on cattle producers in the 
Southwest, already operating on very 
narrow margins, are predicted to intensify 
under a warmer, drier, future (Spiegal et al. 
2020). Reduction in carrying capacity of 
some rangeland sites has already been 
documented (McIntosh et al. 2019), 
spurring the need to find new ways to 
adapt to old but intensifying problems of 
aridity and frequent drought in the region. 
Over the course of the past year, the 
Sustainable Southwest Beef Project’s 
extension team has undertaken a number 
of activities to facilitate knowledge 
exchange around strategies which may 
enhance cattle production in the southwest 
under future conditions. Here we present 
highlights from these efforts. All products 
described here can be accessed at 
https://southwestbeef.org/. 

Materials and Methods 
Activities centered around three 

novel strategies, which are still under 
research: Raramuri Criollo heritage cattle, 
alternate supply chain pathways, and 

precision technology. We documented 
one rancher’s transition to using heritage 
Raramuri Criollo in his cow/calf herd in a 
Case Study, “Heritage Genetics to Increase 
Cattle Resilience During Drought”. With 
regard to supply chain options, we created 
an online interactive map showcasing 89 
grass-fed beef producers located across 
the west (CA, NV, UT, AZ, NM, CO, KS, OK, 
TX). Next, we sent a survey to these 
producers to better understand current 
grass-fed operations in the Southwest, 
and 28 participated. Our team also 
conducted an extensive effort to locate 
existing decision support tools designed 
for the beef cattle industry. Tools were 
compiled into an online, accessible filter-
based catalog called Tools for the Beef 
Industry (TOBI). Several webinars and 
podcast episodes were also produced to 
share information from researchers and 
service providers across a variety of 
media. 

Raramuri Criollo Case Study 
A producer reports changes he has 

observed at his ranch, including anecdotal 
attestation of reduced impact on forage 
and water resources during droughts. Also 
documented are lessons learned such as 
his trial and error arrival at the importance 
of using an Angus sire on Criollo cows to 
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produce marketable calves. Advice offered 
by this producer to others wishing to try 
this strategy is to start off small by replacing 
just a few of their cows with heritage cattle 
to test whether or not the biotype will be 
successful on their landscape and produce 
calves that fit their buyer’s preferences. 

Southwestern Grass-fed Beef Producers 
Diversification was a significant 

strategy reported by those who responded 
to the survey. While nearly all respondents 
(96%) reported selling “freezer beef”, 75% 
also reported marketing their product 
through more than one channel. Likewise, a 
variety of on- and off-ranch income 
diversification methods were reported, with 
the most common (53%) being to 
supplement with off-ranch income.  

93% of respondents grazed their 
cattle at least part of their lives on 
rangeland or native grassland, but use of 
irrigated, non-irrigated planted, and 
improved pasture was also reported. 75% 
reported use of more than one feed/forage 
type, with the most common, after grass, 
being supplementation with hay (68%), 
and/or use of legumes (36%). The most 
commonly suggested barriers to adoption 
of raising grass-fed beef were lack of 
processor availability and drought (Figure 
1). A follow-up survey is being developed to 
gather more detailed information about 
grass fed production, including a deeper 
dive into the challenges identified in the 
preliminary survey. Information will be used 
to develop models evaluating the economic 
and ecologic tradeoffs of grass-finishing in 
the southwest. 

TOBI: Tools for the Beef Industry 
We located over 550 decision 

support tools related to the beef cattle 
industry. Of these, 535 appeared to be 

designed for producers, 115 for 
researchers and technical service 
providers, 10 for consumers, with some 
overlap between audiences. Primary 
concerns addressed include: finance, 
livestock management, animal and feed 
performance, natural resource 
management, crop management, and 
weather and climate. We concluded that 
there are a plethora of decision support 
tools at the disposal of producers and that 
having a quick and centralized location to 
search for a tool of interest could be a 
valuable time-saver, hence the creation of 
TOBI 
https://webapps.jornada.nmsu.edu/livest
ock/. On April 29, 2021, we presented a 
walkthrough of TOBI during a webinar, 
and the recording is linked from the 
project’s webpage 
(https://youtu.be/wTSiG1s70nY).   

Webinars & Other Media 
Four webinars were held and recorded for 
on-demand viewing. Highlighted topics 
included: precision livestock tools; tools 
for navigating drought; factors that affect 
meat quality; and sustainability incentive 
programs in beef supply chains. There are 
also several podcast episodes, one of 
which delves into the topic of virtual 
fencing with one of our Scottish 
collaborators. To date, there have been a 
total of 338 podcast downloads; 361 views 
of webinar recordings; and live webinars 
have had a collective 186 attendees, 
which included (self-reported) 
researchers, ranchers, students, and 
agency and business professionals. 

Summary and New Mexico Impact 
The Sustainable Southwest Beef 

Project extension team continues to 
conduct research to support the 
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development of user-friendly products to 
aid producers in their decision-making 
around strategies for enhanced 
sustainability. These products can help New 
Mexico cattle producers evaluate whether 
or not a strategy is right for their operation. 
Additionally, the materials can help inform 
consumers who are concerned about the 
production and sustainability of the beef 
they eat. 
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Figure 1. Perceived limitations to adoption of raising grass-fed beef by other producers in the 
respondent’s area, as reported by survey respondents. 
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