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In 1984, Jack and Teresa Southworth took
their first training in Holistic Management,
even though at the time they felt their family
could ill-afford the cost of the training.

Although they had begun debt-free in 1977 after
graduating from Oregon State, by 1980 they had
made some land purchases and were $1 million
in debt, and it was touch-and-go as to whether
they would get an operating loan.

But for the last 15 years, Southworth Brothers
Ranch has been running in the black as it
supports four families. The turnaround came
when Jack went to that Holistic Management
training and realized that doing things the way
his dad and granddad had done them was not
going to solve the Southworths’ problems.

Taking Care of Business
“In some agricultural magazines, this fellow

Savory was talking about doubling your stocking
rate,” recalls Jack. “Here I was a graduate from the
agricultural program at Oregon State, I’d taken
general ag and lots of range classes, and I didn’t
have a clue how to run this ranch. And I grew up
on it. I just didn’t have a clue how to make a
decision. Should we be in yearlings, or cows and
calves, should we be running a cow-calf operation,
or a cow-calf-yearling operation, or should we be
buying outside yearlings? I just could not get a
handle on how to decide what to do.

“I’m not blaming Oregon State. I think a lot
of decision making in agriculture at the time was
based on marginal return. They talked about
adding increased amounts of fertilizer until your
increased yield didn’t pay for the increased unit of
fertilizer– and that’s about as much economic
decision-making as I had from Oregon State.” 

After the Holistic Management training, Jack
became clear what kind of operation Southworths
Ranch was. They are a cow-calf-yearling outfit
running 750 to 800 cows, and they’ve made some
decisions to increase profitability such as moving
away from the “bigger is better” mentality. They
stopped using implants in their cattle, and they
stopped buying bulls. Instead they raise bulls out
of their highest-producing cows that calve earliest
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in the season. They monitor for drops in weaning
weights and conception rates to determine if they
need outside bulls.

Currently, Jack has a grazing lease on 24,000
acres (9,600 ha) of U.S. Forest Service public
lands as well as 12,000 acres (4,800 ha) of private
land. He has maintained photopoints and
transect monitoring of the riparian areas on the
private land to demonstrate the improved health
of the land he is managing. The key indicators he
is using for the riparian area health are grass
stubble height and increase in alders and willows.

On his private land, Jack acknowledged he
doesn’t do any formal monitoring. Like on the
public lands he manages, Jack focuses on grass
stubble left behind, usually leaving 4-6 inches
(100-150 mm). The riparian area along the
Silvies River on his private land is also a focus for
increased willow growth. They have spent a lot of
time fencing off the riparian areas and planting
willows, a gamble Jack notes may not “pay off”
in any easily defined economic return. “I’d a lot
rather gamble on the side of increased
biodiversity and higher water tables than the
alternative,” says Jack.

“We focus more on the biological
requirements of the plants. We found that if we
use only 20-25 percent of the plant on the first
grazing and leave more leafy photosynthetic
material behind, we have earlier growth in the
spring and better production. The amount we
harvest in May and June now is more than what
we were able to harvest previously in May, June,
September, and October. In the spring, we used to
run out of feed by the first of June. Now when we
leave those paddocks toward the end of June, we
are leaving feed behind. By not grazing those
paddocks in the fall, we have more litter through
recruiting that old plant growth. 

“I realized I was cutting my own throat by
grazing that land so heavily before. Lee Edelman
from Oregon State says that sufficient litter will
make a 60-degree difference in soil temperature
in August, in the middle of the day. Without any



grazing season’s effect on the plant’s productivity.
That was a big shift for us. Now from September
through November we feed the cows rake-
bunched hay on some of our hay meadows. In
May and June we are grazing the crested
wheatgrass seedings.” During the summer Jack’s
cattle are on the public lands where Idaho fescue,
pine grass, and Kentucky bluegrass dominate.
Those plants are only grazed once and have
approximately 300 days of recovery.

One Plant at a Time
While Jack credits Dr. Manske for teaching

him about the growth and health of perennial
grass plants and what causes grass plants to tiller
and how to increase basal area, he also thinks
highly of Christine Jones (IN PRACTICE, #97,
September 2004, p. 12). “Dr. Jones believes that
range managers should strive for 100 percent
ground cover, 100 percent of the time, no excuses.
I like that,” says Jack. He believes that the work
by these scientists will be critical in the future in
the western United States for getting a handle on
reducing noxious weeds and improving the
health and vigor of perennial grasses.

“Allan Savory said that overgrazing occurs one
plant at a time,” Jack says. “I believe that
improving the range will also occur one plant at a
time. And that if we can get perennial grass plants
to improve their vigor and basal area and also
extend the length of time they meet the nutritional
needs of lactating cows, we will greatly improve the
overall productivity of our rangelands.

“Combine Manske’s notion of a well-
managed grass plant with Jones’ notion of 100
percent ground cover and incorporate the two
into a holistic goal, and you have a powerful tool
for managing rangelands. What is exciting for us
is that we are able to leave more plant material
behind while at the same time harvest more
grass. What I used to think of as ‘wasted feed’
plays a critical role in maintaining the health of
the plant while dormant and providing litter
material for obtaining 100 percent ground cover.”

Full-Time Employment
Jack works full-time on the ranch along with

ranch hands Ed, Brad, and Ken. Teresa works
part-time taking care of accounting and cattle
records. Jack is responsible for overall manage-
ment. “I pick people’s brains and try to keep a low
ego,” says Jack. “About every two to three years we
revisit our holistic goal, all five of us. That’s a
huge improvement over when I first came back
from the Holistic Management training. I just
focused on fencing and gross profit analysis then.”

Ed spends most of his time taking care
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litter, soils will get up to 110, 120 degrees F (49,49
C). With litter they’re a lot cooler, so we’ll have
more microbial activity which means better
nutrient cycling.

“We don’t get out on the grass in the spring
until we see that third tiller leaf come up which is

usually around the beginning of May. According
to Dr. Lee Manske of Dickinson Experiment
Station in North Dakota, it’s safe then to start
grazing without compromising the plant’s
productivity (see IN PRACTICE #87, January
2003, p. 10). With the first grazing, we’re in each
pasture about seven days and try to move them
back through in about 30-45 days, and we try to
take the plants down to no less than four inches
(100 mm) or no more than 20-25 percent of the
present season’s growth. On the second grazing
we take about 40 percent of the plant leaving four
to six inches (100-150 mm) of stubble behind.
Our stocking rate is about .6-.8 AUM per acre
(1.5-2 AUM/ha). Paddock sizes range from 50-
200 acres (20-80 ha), and our average rainfall is
15 inches (375 mm). Elevation varies from 4,650
feet (1,550 m) on our private land to 6,500 feet
(2,167 m) on the public lands.”

“Since we’ve changed our grazing
management and are not grazing dormant
grasses, we’ve seen the crested wheat grass send
out tillers. While we can’t say exactly how much
our plant density has changed, we spend a lot of
time on our knees watching to see how the plants
are responding. Improving the land takes place
an inch at a time.

“Ten years ago, I thought once perennial
grass had set seed, you could graze as closely as
you wanted and there wouldn’t be any negative
consequence. Three years ago, after reading Dr.
Manske’s work about plants’ respiration,
“Biologically Effective Management of Grazing
Lands,” and visiting with Dr. Manske in North
Dakota, I realized I had to consider the dormant
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This is what the Southworths are managing for:
a dense stand of perennial grasses with
decaying litter between the plants in this 20-
year-old crested wheatgrass seeding.
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of the cattle and irrigating. Brad is
responsible for fences and feeding, and
helps Ed with cattle. Ken’s primary
responsibilities are working on the
equipment, and he helps Brad on fences. 

“We spend a lot of time talking about things
and what we should do, making sure we are
working on important things first,” says Jack.
“Our key focus is that we want this to be an
enjoyable place to work. In agriculture it’s
sometimes hard to find and keep good help. We
count ourselves fortunate to have the crew that
we do. Our timberland has helped us provide
full-time, year-round work for everyone. When
things start slowing down with the cattle
around late October, Brad and Ken do the
timber felling. Maybe it would be more efficient
or economical to have a big machine come in,
but I’d rather have the year-round
workers–that’s what keeps a rural economy
viable. 

“When I read articles about ranch
management there is all this emphasis on
minimizing equipment and overhead. Instead,
the focus is on hiring contractors, but that isn’t
always fun. We enjoy working together here and
there is more flexibility in schedules which
affects our quality of life if Teresa and I want to
get away. Also, our workers have kids in the
local schools and participate in the local
community which strengthens the community
for us. I don’t think a rural community that
works part-time or part of the year is as strong a
community as one that offers year-round
employment.

“That’s the neat thing about having a
holistic goal–you feel comfortable making
decisions that are right for you. Maybe the
decision won’t be as profitable, but if someone
questions it, you can just shrug your shoulders
because you know why you are making that
decision.

“We are really flexible as to when people
want time off. I like to research local history
and serve on several volunteer organizations.
Teresa has a yarn store and makes felted wool
saddle pads. Ed and his wife, Karyl, enjoy
visiting their children and grandchildren. Brad
is coach of the high school basketball team and
through the winter needs afternoons and
weekends off. Ken loves to hunt and trap. I feel
we are able to run a good ranch and still
pursue our own individual interests.

“We also participate in Country Natural Beef
(CNB), a cattle marketing cooperative. What
CNB does for us is give us some predictability in
our cash flow budgeting. We have some long-

term debt and, for this size of ranch, quite a bit
of labor costs, making our fixed costs relatively
high. We need to be consistent in our
production and livestock sales in order to make
a profit. CNB gives us that consistency and
certainty. 

“The down side is that it requires quite a lot
of involvement to make that consistency
occur– meetings take about ten days of our
time as well as in-store demos and conference
calls. But that feels better than fretting over
what the futures market is doing. I have decided
that when it comes to marketing, you can work
hard at marketing and have less worry. Or you
can ignore marketing and worry more. But on
our operation you can’t ignore marketing, not
worry, and still survive. I’d rather miss out on
the peaks and have the steady income.

Looking Ahead
Jack believes Southworth Ranch has a good

team, but change is inevitable. Jack and Teresa
are turning 50, and Ed is in his 60s. As they get
older they find that they are more costly to
maintain, less productive and wanting more
time to enjoy their individual interests. In the
past year, they’ve been able to provide health
insurance for all employees, but the cost of the
policy is almost the cost of an additional
employee. In the coming ten years they will
have to grow the ranch enough to possibly
bring on another employee, which means
growing the ranch production by three to five
percent a year.

“I finally understand cattle ranching is not
the ultimate purpose of land in the western
U.S.,” says Jack. “Views, solitude, hunting and
photography are as important to our society as
beef production. In fact, based on what people
will pay for views and solitude, one would have
to say that they are valued more highly than
beef production. In order to expand, it will
probably be on land we rent from absentee
owners.

“So, we have to learn how to deal with
absentee owners and grazing that improves the
land and the wildlife that it supports and
enhancing the aesthetic value. We have to be
more creative and better communicators.
Ultimately, we need to ask our neighbors what
they want the land to look like and be able to
produce it.

“With energy costs what they are, we will
continue to look at ways to reduce winter
feeding costs. We rake bunch about 300 acres
(120 ha) of hay ground right now to provide
feed in November. Being able to extend that into

December and January would reduce both
energy and labor costs.”

When I asked Jack to distill what he’s
learned from his 20 years of managing
holistically, he said, “Holistic Management
empowers you to create your own direction,
your own vision, and be comfortable in making
it happen. For some people, success is a high
price for calves or a wet spring, but they are still
frustrated by things outside their control when
those things don’t happen.” 

For Jack, knowing what he’s doing and why
is the feeling of success because he doesn’t have
to measure himself against someone else’s
yardstick. “Without a holistic goal, we’d feel
that if we weren’t weaning 600-pound (270-kg)
calves, we weren’t doing it right. Now we’re
managing for things we want, for these healthy
perennial plants, for this quality of life. Before
we were managing against so many things. We
were managing against scours; we were
managing against low weaning weights; we
were managing against low cattle prices and
high interest rates. And that’s a different
mindset.

“I continue to love the task of trying to
combine the economic challenge of making a
profit with the social challenge of several people
working together on the same operation with
the ecologic challenge of maintaining healthy
rangelands and streams with year-round clear
water. We’re not the best ranch in the world but
we’re OK, and when you’re managing for a
holistic goal, OK is just fine.”

Jack Southworth ranches near Seneca,
Oregon and can be reached at: 541/542-2558
or jksouthw@oregonvos.net. For more
information about Lee Manske and
biologically effective management of grazing
lands go to: www.chaps2000.com/grazing. For
more information about Christine Jones and
grazing management for healthy soils go to:
www.managingwholes.com/grazingsoils.htm.

This is what the Southworths are trying to avoid
in their grazing management: not much
stubble left after grazing and bare ground
between the plants.
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