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... but there is water in the vernal pool

Stacking enterprises

Morris has been finishing cattle since the late
90s. He buys animals aged 15-20 months directly
from ranchers or at auction and finishes them at
24 to 30 months. This gives him the flexibility he
needs for grass management and to react to fac-
tors such as weather events. The second enter-
prise is an Angus and Hereford cow/calf herd. To
raise and finish all animals on the ranch wouldn’t
be feasible because such a system is complica-
ted, inflexible, and the market does not always
reward it, says Morris. Lastly, he grazes cattle for
other ranchers.

Morris readily admits that he’s made mistakes.
“The model is to grow and get big and I fell for

it”, he says. He overextended and acquired and
leased more land than he could manage on his
own. That meant hiring someone, training him in
holistic management and paying him according-
ly — which meant there was little profit left. He

is in the process of downsizing and reducing the
stress he is under. “It would have been better if I
had not increased the land base so much”.

Salt grasses

Morris markets the meat of his animals directly.
Customers order ¥ or % animal online which
means they will receive a mix of meats. Items like
liver, heart, tongue, oxtail and bones can be ad-
ded to the order. He has seven animals slaught-
ered at a time. The slaughter facility he uses is

in northern California. After driving there once
to deliver the animals and a second time a week
later to collect the meat he then has to deliver it.
Between June and November he delivers orders
to 60 people in five different pick up locations on
each trip. The schedule is tight, customers have
15 minutes for pick up. The meat isn’t cheap, but
Morris has a customer base of around 400 people
who are willing to pay not just for high quality
meat from grass-fed animals but also for the land
stewardship and ecoservices provided. “Farmers
and ranchers need to be creative. They need to
diversify and layer businesses, add a glamping
site, for example”. And they have to find ways to
make eco services pay. “The services are valua-
ble and a market will get created”.

The ground underneath is wet
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Doing the groundwork: TomKat Ranch
Educational Foundation (TKREF)

Entrance to the ranch

How do you produce good food, improve soil qua-
lity and biodiversity, provide habitat for wildlife
and pollinators, put in place practices that mit-
igate climate change and stay profitable?

The team at TomKat Ranch Educational Foun-
dation (TKREF) in Pescadero aims to do all of
the above. Their team of ranchers and scientists
work together to assess soil health and bio-
diversity, establish baselines, develop and test
different agricultural practices and management
systems, and independently verify outcomes.
‘Regenerative Ranching’ aims to benefit the en-
vironment and rural communities, provide good
food and food security, promote the health and
wellness of humans as well as animal welfare
and be profitable for farmers and ranchers.

One acre bale grazing trial

Dakota Glueck, rancher and cattle coordinator at TomKat

The right kind of animals on the
right kind of land

Dakota Glueck is a rancher and cattle coordinator
at TomKat Ranch. Growing up in Los Angeles as

a ‘city kid’, ranching wasn’t exactly a childhood
dream. After finishing school, he spent a year in
China to learn martial arts which left him time to
read a lot. On his return to California he decided
to do a degree in natural resource management
at UC Berkley. The course included forestry,
fishery, ranching and farming. “I fell in love with
dryland systems”, says Glueck.

Pescadero is a tiny village next to Hwy.1 and the
Pacific, some 14 miles south of Half Moon Bay.
Follow the road winding into the hills for a mile
or so and you reach the ranch. “The coastal prai-
ries are one of the most endangered ecosystems
in California”, says Glueck.

“Rangeland ecosystems are particularly
vulnerable and need grazing”.

Just 800 acres of the 1,800 acre ranch are pastu-
res, the rest is coastal scrub and oak wood. There
are around 120 beef cattle, a mix of Angus and
Hereford crossed with Red Devon, Short Horn,
Corriente, a breed brought in by the Spanish, or
Bonsmara, a breed that originates from South
Africa. Right now, 50 cow calf pairs are on a small
pasture used for a grazing trial. It’s a ‘safe to fail
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Energy for the hot wire

trial’ on just one acre of land with the goal to im-
prove soil health and water infiltration. Hay bales
containing a species mix of annuals and broad
leaves like birdsfoot trefoil, were spread and
form a thick layer on the ground. The animals
were brought on to the pasture in early October
and are now at the tail end of a month of grazing.
The trial is in its third year, but already intensi-
ve bale grazing for one month with high stock
density has yielded astonishing results: a 600%
increase in water infiltration, a 300% increase in
biomass, more mycorrhizae and there is now a
colony of termites which are good for the soil. In
a few days the animals will move to the 2nd bale
grazing trial. They will again stay for one month.
Once they leave, native perennial grasses such
as purple needle grass, blue wild rye, California
barley, California broom and California oat grass
will be direct seeded.
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Grassfed beef is nutrient dense and healthy

Holistic grazing has already led to a 30% to 70%
increase in native grass species. The question is
how to best kickstart the establishment of per-
ennials and how to get them to be more produc-
tive. “How do we get a lot of biomass from native
perennials and very good nutrition?” is the key
guestion, says Glueck.

The cows calve in April when plenty of forage

is available and stay with their mums for 10
months. They are weaned in February and fi-
nishing age is 24 to 30 months. TomKat Ranch’s
marketing arm, LeftCoast GrassFed, slaughters
16 to 20 animals per year for meat. The ranch
keeps some replacement heifers and surplus
animals are sold to other regenerative ranches
nearby.

The cows also provide eco grazing services on
the nearby Root Down Farm. The farmer raises
outdoor chickens, turkeys and ducks, as well as
heritage pigs which reside in arches outdoor. The
pigs do ‘light tillage’, removing the thick thatch
layer on the pasture. Thanks to the fertilizer they
leave in form of their poo, there is so much vege-
tative growth that cattle have to be brought in for
grazing.

Regenerating the land

Apart from the cattle the farm also has a herd of
200 cashmere goats. They are perfect for control-
ling the growth of brush and reduce the fire ha-
zard says Hayley Strohm, the farm’s Regenerative
Science Coordinator. Without goats farmers need
to either mow regularly or spray herbicides. At
present the team is figuring out where and when
to put the goats for best effect.

Strohm used to work in nature restoration and
conservancy where the focus was on eradicating
invasive species. An approach that doesn’t really
work, she says, with mowing and herbicides the
species will just come back. At TomKat Ranch the
goal is to increase biodiversity. Grassland, fo-
rests, woodlands and scrubs all have their place,
says Strohm. Each thrives under particular cir-
cumstances and is an ecosystem in its own right.
Scrubs emerge when there is too little distur-
bance and the grasses die. They can develop into
very biodiverse environments for plant species,
wildlife, birds and insects. We are surrounded
by managed landscapes, says Strohm, the Indi-
genous People who lived here, specifically the
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Controlled burn ...

Raymaytush, used fire management to maintain
the coastal prairies because grasslands provided
better hunting grounds. There were also starchy
bulbs, and seed plants that could be used for
food and reeds, willows, and other fibrous plants
which were needed for basket making. “This
landscape has been shaped by people for thou-
sands of years”. The ‘original condition’ before

it was settled by Indigenous People cannot be
re-established because conditions have chan-
ged — soil, climate and seed availability are very
different from what they were several thousand
years ago. Taking the animals off the land would
not restore the type of nature that existed before
humans started managing the landscape either.
But not grazing the coastal prairies would result
in more fire-prone scrub land with little diversity.

Learning from Indigenous People

Controlled burns were a method frequently used
by Indigenous People. They burnt small areas
and they did so often. Strohm shows us where
the team has just done a controlled burn as a
trial. They worked with Cal Fire personnel who
have to be present on the day. The advice there-
fore was to burn a larger area and leave a longer
interval to the next burn. The downside of bur-
ning a larger area with large fuel loads is that
such fires can burn hotter and have the potential
to seal the soil surface which reduces water infilt-
ration — the soil becomes hydrophobic.

The planned burn was done just a few days be-
fore our visit. The 100 acre site on a steep slope
was surrounded by a bare strip which had been
mowed and then heavily grazed. The fire was
started at the top and burned around 60 acres.
The recovery of the site and the implications

... with Cal Fire in charge

for biodiversity and soil quality will be closely
monitored. Like the Sierra Foothill Conservan-
cy, TomKat Ranch works with Point Blue Con-
servation Science, also a non-profit. Among the
parameters they test across the ranch are water
infiltration ratios, soil carbon content, soil nu-
trients and bulk density. At the burn site not also
the vegetation composition will be monitored but
also the bird diversity in a 100m radius.

Grazing and controlled burns differ in impact.
One can do a lot with grazing says Strohm but
once a tipping point has been reached ‘accelera-
ted’ practices such as fire may have to be used for
a more effective impact.

S e o i T

‘safety strips’ were mowed and grazed hard
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Hayley Strohm, the farm’s Regenerative Coordinator

Holistic planned grazing on the ranch began in
2011. Samples were taken to establish a base-
line for the plants growing on the pastures. Out
of 75 pastures monitored at the ranch only eight
contained perennial species. After two years of
holistic grazing 57 out of 75 pastures contained
perennial species. The monitoring was last re-
peated in 2018 and now perennials were present
in 70 out of 75 samples. On several pastures a
mix of native perennials are now dominant, says
Strohm. The grazing plans used are similar to
those at the Sierra Foothill Conservancy: the
cows graze competing annuals hard and peren-
nials just to the point where it’s beneficial.
Timing is everything.

Research matters

Very few ranchers and farmers will have the time
and money to conduct elaborate trials as how to
best re-establish native perennials or get rid of
species that tend to crowd them out. And that is
one reason why non-profits like TomKat Ranch
are so important: in small, multi-year, controlled
‘safe to fail’ trials different practices can be tested
and the results monitored. The analysis of the
data shows which methods are effective, which
are not and why. What are the specific parame-
ters and conditions that facilitate the desired
outcome? Such research provides guidance for
farmers and ranchers to choose the right ‘tool’ to
achieve the intended outcome on their ranch and
to scale up the procedure.

Cooperation is crucial. In 2010, Point Blue there-
fore started the Rangeland Monitoring Network
in California which now compares soil measures
such as water infiltration and compaction

on more than 100 farms and ranches across
California.

The team at TomKat Ranch takes a holistic ap-
proach in other ways, too, by looking at the whole
food chain, from processing and marketing to
nutritional values - grass-fed beef is a nutrient-
dense and healthy food.

Kathy Webster is the farm’s Food Advocacy Ma-
nager and she sees her role as making connec-
tions. Holistic management benefits the environ-
ment, it increases biodiversity and soil health.
But ranching is also a business and needs to be
profitable. One way to achieve that is to encoura-
ge more people to eat grass-fed beef.

At TomKat everything gets mapped and monitored

Creating a market

For Webster, getting beef into schools, univer-
sities and hospitals is key. In 2018, TomKat
Ranch?'’ started the he Beef2Institution initiative
and hosted ranchers like Joe Morris as well as
university, hospital and school food procure-
ment managers to discuss how to get meat from
local, grass-fed animals into institutions. Most
institutional kitchens source everything from
companies such as US Foods or Sysco. And some
schools can’t buy raw meat because they either
don’t have access to a full kitchen or are not set
up to receive raw beef product. The Beef2Institu-
tion initiative was able to create cooked products,
like cooked beef crumble and patties, which
schools can use.
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What you need for a water infiltration test

Webster also began working with Santana Diaz, a
trained chef and Director of Culinary Operations
& Innovation at UC Davis Medical Center. Their
goal is to get more local, grass-fed beef into all
UC campuses and five affiliated hospitals and
Diaz has been coming up with ideas for meals
that are tasty but use cheaper cuts of meat.

TomKat Ranch was part of the Bionutrient In-
stitute’s nutrient-density beef study, to connect
nutrients in beef to land management. The study
included an indepth survey of genetics, acres,
plants and forages, grazing practices, as well as
data on how often the animals were moved, soil
samples, forage samples, fecal samples collected
seven days before slaughter, and ribeye samples.
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A unique sales pitch

Sound data on the nutritional value of grass-fed
beef and the research done by Point Blue on the
benefits of holistic grazing for soil quality and
biodiversity have helped Webster to come up
with unique arguments why buying grass-fed
beef from ranchers at a fair price through public
procurement ticks all the boxes. Hospitals and
other institutions have sustainability (climate)
goals. Webster does not focus on the low emissi-
ons of locally produced, grass-fed meat nor does
she attempt to compete on price. Her argument
is: buy grass-fed meat for a fair price as a means
to reach the sustainability goals of your organi-
zation or institution. With the research done at
TomKat Ranch, she has the data to show that beef
produced in a holistic grazing system increases
biodiversity and soil health, helps to mitigate
drought conditions and flooding, creates wild-
life habitat and, as a healthy, nutrient dense food,
actually gives chefs and the people they cater for
a lot of bang for their buck.

25



Puzzle pieces coming together

SGMA will have a significant impact on agricul-
ture in the San Joaquin Valley, 25% to 30% of
agricultural land can likely no longer be irrigated.
Business as usual is not an option, there will be
changes, lots of them.

If land is not to be fallowed and left bare, if soil
erosion and dust storms are to be prevented, a
new, holistic approach to farming and ranching
is needed. And by the looks of it the elements are
in place.

The San Joaquin Valley used to be grassland and
research shows that native perennial grasses
can be re-established, as can forbs, flowers and
shrubs. Such grasslands need grazing and ran-
chers have the animals to do the job, including
sheep able to graze salt grasses.

Maximizing meat production however can no
longer be the one and only goal. Grass-fed an-
imals take longer to finish, and to be profitable
ranchers have to sell such meat for a fairly high
price to an affluent customer base. But as Joe
Morris put it: Land needs cattle more than we
need meat. We have to look at the ecoservices
ranchers can provide through their ruminant
‘land managers’ within a holistic management
framework.

Here are some of the services provided:

» Research has established the benefits of ma-
naged grazing for the environment, soil health,
water infiltration and retention, biodiversity and
wildlife.

« Solar farms can be undersown with (native)
grasses if there are sheep and cattle to graze
them. In addition to the production of clean ener-
gy, such grasslands would benefit the environ-
ment — see above.

« Grazing is a proven fire prevention tool — ha-
ving ruminants maintain a buffer zone around
properties would be a huge contribution to fire
safety.

We are used to invoices for ‘services provided’ —
ecoservices, too, need to be paid for. A market for
such services is slowly developing. Ranchers in
the San Joaquin Valley will probably never make
as much money per acre as a grower can with

a sufficiently irrigated almond orchard. But if
ranchers can combine the income from the sale
of grass-fed meat (and possibly wool and leather)
with payments for ecoservices from managed
grazing, they should be able to make a decent
living. And the TomKat Ranch approach of lin-
king the price of meat not just to its high nutrient
density per portion, but also to the ecoservices
organizations, institutions and companies need
to reach their sustainability goals — it’s win-win
for everyone.

Text © Marianne Landzettel 2025

For more information / to contact the author
go to www.londoncowgirl.com

Photo © Martin Kunz

(except where specifically mentioned).
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Footnotes

https://www.ppic.org/publication/policy-brief-
the-future-of-agriculture-in-the-san-joaquin-
valley/

https://californiawaterblog.com/2025/01/12/
california-water-under-a-trump-
administration-part-1-of-2

https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/
indicators/drought-impact-on-ecosystems-in-
europe

14 Berkshire Hathaway Renewable Energy

15 Because of advances in technology many solar

farms now install tracking panels (rather than
static panels) which follow the sun the way a
sunflower does.

16 Keeping the access roads open at all times is

just one of the complicated regulations that
have to be complied with. The fire department
requires the whole area to have been grazed

once by June 1st. The height of the vegetation
has to be maintained between 8-12 inches.
The RDM (residual dry matter) cannot be less
than 800 pounds per acre at the end of the
year for San Joaquin kit fox habitat manage-
ment ...

4 https://www.martin-haeusling.eu/images/
publikationen/Klimawandel2020_Englische
Version_final.pdf

5 https://ucanr.edu/sites/UCCE_LR/files/
180943.pdf

17 Part of monitoring their population included
tracking individual animals which was done
in collaboration with the Endangered Species
Recovery Program (ESRP). An assessment of
how the Kit Fox population fared was publis-
hed in California Fish and Wildlife 107(3):231-
248; 2021

6 Aaron Gilbreath: The Heart of California.
Exploring the San Joaquin Valley, 2020, p 31

7 Mark Arax The Dreamt Land page 508

8 https:/www.agalert.com/california-
ag-news/archives/october-23-2024/farms-
face-ruin-as-groundwater-law-takes-its-toll/

18 Brown added that in the US, a trial combi-
ning cattle and solar is going on at White Oak
Pastures in Georgia on Will Harris’ ranch (he
currently has sheep and solar and is a leader
in holistic management). Ecological changes
are documented as well. Results have not yet
been published but there are a few presenta-
tions and preliminary information on their
website. https://www.siliconranch.com/
cattletracker/

9 I'm travelling with my husband and
photographer, Martin Kunz

10 https://sierrafoothill.org/

11 Overgrazing is re-biting a plant before it has
recovered from a previous grazing.

12 The impacts of the animals from saliva, urine,
wool, hair, feces, and trampling all contribu-
te to increasing the biological and chemical

complexity of the site. 19 In collaboration with Healthcare Without

Harm and Community Alliance With

13 https://www.washingtonpost.com/history/
Family Farmers

2019/10/30/priceless-history-inside-
reagan-library-now-threatened-by-fast-
moving-wildfire/
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