 Information Relating to Profitability of The Matahota Ranch Project
This information is contained on the website of and copyrighted by the National Bison Association, http://www.bisoncentral.com
Current Status of the Bison Industry:

Current Status
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Expanding Horizons for Bison
By Dave Carter, Executive Director, National Bison Association 

2010: A Year of Opportunity for Bison 
The U.S. bison business ended 2009 in its healthiest financial position in more than a decade. The increasing demand for deliciously healthy bison meat is providing private bison ranchers with an opportunity to connect with new customers across the country. 

Despite problems elsewhere in the U.S. economy, consumer demand for bison meat remained extremely strong. Meat sales continued to increase in 2009, and the prices ranchers received from processors remained at all-time highs.  

It’s a remarkable comeback for a species that teetered on the brink of extinction little more than a century ago.  The decimation of the bison herds in the late 1800’s is a bleak chapter in American history. Herds that numbered more than 30 million when the first European explorers set foot on the American continent were nearly wiped out by the 1880’s. At the turn of the 20th century, fewer than 1,000 bison remained in existence. 

Throughout much of the 20th century, bison began to regain a foothold, primarily on public lands scattered throughout the western United States. By 1960, the National Geographic Society estimated that 20,000 bison were alive in the U.S. 

The bison population began to increase more rapidly as private ranchers entered the field of bison production. Consumers are our partners in restoring bison herds across North America. Increasing demand for quality bison meat and related products is sending a strong signal to ranchers across the country to increase the size of their herds. 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture’s most recent Census of Agriculture, conducted in 2007, pegs the U.S. bison on private lands at 200,000 animals. With animals on public lands factored in, the actual size of the U.S. herd is now estimated at about 220,000 bison in the United States.  

Still, bison remains a unique niche within the U.S. livestock sector. And that’s just fine with us. To put things in perspective, we in the bison industry are proud that nearly 54,000 bison were processed under USDA inspection in 2009, with an additional 20,000 processed under state inspection. By comparison, the U.S. beef industry processes roughly 125,000 cattle on an average day. 

We in the bison industry do not strive to make our meat a mainstream commodity. Instead, we aim to continue restoring bison herds across the American continent by connecting with consumers who value the natural qualities of this native species. In particular:  

· Bison is a natural part of a healthy diet. Bison is low in fat, high in protein and iron, and has a great cholesterol profile and is recommended by the American Heart Association.

· Bison is a natural, sustainable meat. Federal regulations prohibit the use of artificial growth hormones in bison, and our industry protocols prohibit the use of sub-therapeutic antibiotics (that is, antibiotics used only to increase growth rates).

· Bison are a natural part of the North American ecosystem, so bison ranching is beneficial to the natural environment.

· Bison tastes great. Chefs and everyday cooks across the country are discovering that bison has a great flavor. Bison meat is slightly sweeter than beef, and is tender and juicy. And, there’s no special secret to cooking bison…just remember that it will likely cook slightly quicker than a comparable cut of beef.

Now that consumers are putting bison on their menus, the National Bison Association is working to make sure that future production is keeping pace with demand. Last year, we began to promote expansion of the bison business through our on-line Bison 101 tutorial program, our Junior Judging program at the National Western Stock Show, and educational booth at the National FFA conference, and co-sponsorship of the Bison Advantage-Buffalo Gold Workshop in Colorado. 

We are reaching out to college students and other young people with an invitation to get involved in bison. We have developed information about the bison business for agricultural lenders. And, we are working with existing producers to serve as mentors for new entrants into the industry.  

Now we have introduced our newest resource for anyone involved in the bison business—newcomers and veterans alike. The all-new Bison Producers’ Handbook represents a groundbreaking collaborative effort of more than 30 experienced producers from the United States and Canada. These experts have shared their knowledge in an informative, and easy to understand manner.  

In all of these materials, we are asking producers to consider the “Bison Advantage”

1.      No artificial shelter (barns, etc.) needed. Bison prefer to be outside, year round, despite the weather. 
2.      Efficient feed utilization, making them economical foragers which do well on most grasses in the United States. 
3.      Long productive lives. 
4.      Primary requirements: Fresh water and adequate nutrition.
5.      Calving rarely requires human intervention. Bison by and large calve on their own.6.      Superior hardiness results in disease resistance, lower input costs, fewer veterinarian visits. 
7.      Bison thrive in most North American landscapes with no ill effects. 
8.      The bison industry enjoys a free enterprise market without excessive intervention. 9.      Bison demand has consistently grown in double digits for the past five years. 
10.  Bison are raised in a humane, hands off approach, just what today’s consumers are looking for in their food products.  

In short 2010 is a great time to be a part of the bison business, where producers, marketers, customers, chefs, nutritionists and environmentalists all agree: America’s original red meat is good for our health, good for our environment, and absolutely delicious.

Bison Industry Outlook

Outlook
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Future of the Buffalo Business
By Dave Carter, Executive Director

The American bison today faces a bright future, thanks in large part to private ranchers, public herd managers, tribal leaders, conservationists and consumers. 

Most of the resurgence in the bison population has occurred over the past 25 years, as the public discovered the great taste of healthy, wholesome bison meat. Today, in fact, the National Bison Association is actively recruiting new participants to get into bison ranching to help continue building the herds to match the continued consumer demand. 

Consider these important facts:

1.       Nearly 54,000 bison were processed under USDA inspection in 2009. This level is more than double the number of animals processed under federal inspection in 2002.

2.       Consumer demand for bison meat grew 10% in 2009…the fifth straight year of double-digit growth for bison meat in the marketplace.

3.       More than 4,400 ranchers now raise bison in the United States. 

4.       Bison are raised in every state of the U.S., including herds in Hawaii and Long Island, NY.

5.       The bison industry includes ranchers who offer both grass-finished and grain-finished animals…something for every consumer taste. 

6.       Bison meat is now found in nearly all natural food stores, and in a growing number of conventional retail and restaurant outlets.

The outlook for the American bison industry is extremely bright. The increasing demand for buffalo meat products is restoring profitability for ranchers.
The Bison Industry

The bison industry is growing rapidly today, spurred by increased consumer demand for the deliciously healthy meat products, as well as the many bison byproducts. 

This consumer-driven market surge marks a significant step forward in the development of the bison business as a strong, sustainable opportunity for ranchers and marketers alike. 

Today's commercial bison business began in the late 1960's, but didn't gain significant momentum until the late 1980's. At that time, many new producers began to enter the business. The prices of animals began to climb rapidly as these new entrants competed for breeding stock to build their herds.

Meanwhile, some of the leading chefs across the country began to discover the wonderful flavor that bison meat added to their recipes. However, these gourmet chefs primarily sought the high-end cuts of meat, such as tenderloins and strip steaks. 

By 1998, the price of live animals exceeded the ability of many producers to purchase new stock. At the same time, the industry suffered from being overstocked with some of the lower-end cuts of meat, such as roasts and burger meat. In 1999, the industry entered a four-year slump, with the prices of live animals falling dramatically. The difficulties ranchers faced were compounded by a significant and sustained drought that affected the heart of the North American bison production areas. 

In early 2003, however, the business was beginning to show signs of turning around. The resurgence began in earnest in late 2003, and today, the industry is once again entering a period of growth and profitability, now with five straight years of double digit growth in consumer demand for bison meat. 

Several factors are contributing to the demand for deliciously healthy buffalo: 

1. Growing numbers of consumers are discovering the direct connection between diet and health, and are actively seeking flavorful meats produced without the use of growth hormones or low-levels of antibiotics. 

2. The rising popularity of high-protein/low-carbohydrate diets is sparking consumer interest in new types of red meat. 

3. A growing legion of restaurants are adding a variety of recipes featuring all types of bison cuts...everything from brisket to short ribs. 

4. Active promotion by the National Bison Association and independent marketers is spreading the word that buffalo is delicious, and healthy. 

Today, bison producers can be found in all 50 states, every Canadian province, and in several countries overseas. The 2007 Census of Agriculture reported that approximately 4,400 private ranches today house 198,000 head of bison across the United States. Approximately 25,000 additional animals are kept in public herds. And, the Canadian herd is estimated at 150,000 head. 

This is an amazing comeback for a species that hovered on the brink of extinction only a century ago.  

The Nature of Bison 
Bison are naturally hearty. The modern bison, and the grasses native to the North American ecosystem, evolved in tandem over eons. The American bison is at home in a wide variety of climates across the continent. The biological makeup of the animal equips it to thrive in winter storms and summer heat. 

While bison are similar in some ways to cattle, there are significant differences. For example, bison will turn into a snow storm rather than drifting with the wind. Their massive heads serve as a type of snowplow; by swinging their head to and fro, the animal can sweep away deep snow to find forage below. Bison calve more easily than most breeds of cattle. And, the animals have a distinct social order. 

The most important difference is that bison are not a domesticated animal. They require special consideration when handling. Seasoned producers know that the animals respond best in low-pressure, low stress conditions. These producers have developed special handling systems, corrals, and techniques to assure the safety for the animal and themselves.

Fencing requirements for bison vary, but are not as demanding as one might think. Because bison can jump up to six feet high, fences are generally higher than those found in commercial cattle pastures. The key to remember is that a well-fed, content bison will not roam. 

The National Bison Association recommends that you visit ranches in your area to better learn handling techniques and fencing requirements. 

Bison Reproduction 
Bison are long-lived animals, and some producers have 30-year-old cows delivering healthy calves. Bison cows generally have their first calf at age three. In the wild, cows generally calve every-other year. However, on ranches, a healthy cow can deliver a calf every year. 

Calves are born later (April - June) than domestic cattle and rarely require human assistance. Bison have a gestation period of about 280 days and usually produce one 40 - 50 lb. calf. One bull will service 10 - 15 cows.

Deliciously Healthy Bison Meat 
Bison tastes great and falls into the gourmet or specialty meat category. Research has shown that bison is a highly nutrient dense food because of the proportion of protein, fat, minerals, and fatty acids to its caloric value. 

Bison is a natural product raised without growth hormones. Bison is lower in fat, calories and cholesterol than beef, pork, or skinless chicken. Bison can be found in grocery stores, butcher shops, and restaurants around the country. Steaks, roasts, fajitas, burgers, hotdogs, and even ravioli are available. Bison meat is a healthy and delicious alternative with unlimited culinary possibilities. 

Bison Operations 
There are many segments of the bison industry. Most producers run cow-calf operations and sell their weaned calves. There are also producers specializing in breeding stock. Buying weaned bull calves and finishing to processing is yet another segment. Some people raise bison from birth through processing, and then market the meat themselves. There are hundreds of plants around the country approved for USDA inspection of bison. Other producers utilize qualified state-inspected plants to process their animals. 

Companies exist who buy finished animals and then market the meat. Bison auctions are located all across the country for selling or buying bison. 

Raising Bison

Raising Bison
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Why should you consider raising bison? Consider the "Bison Advantage":

1.       No artificial shelter (barns, etc.) needed 
2.       Efficient feed utilizers
3.       Long productive life 
4.       Cows calve on their own
5.       Extremely hardy animals, that are disease resistant (read: low vet/medical costs)
6.       Low fat + high protein meat = Excellent Product with Strong consumer demand 
7.       Bison thrive in most American landscapes 


Starting Your Bison Operation
So you're ready to start raising bison, you've come to the right place! The NBA has all you need to start raising these magnificient animals. A great place to start is with a membership to the National Bison Association. A NBA membership includes a copy our brand new Bison Producers' Handbook , which includes invaluable information from fencing to health to marketing. 

Also, the National Bison Association now offers a Bison 101 online training for $29.95, or free with a Life, Active or Allied Industry membership. The introductory training allows students to work through three modules to learn the history of the animal and industry, some basics about bison management, and information on mitigating risk in the bison business. Please note, you can use this purchase as a credit towards a Life, Active or Allied Industry membership with the NBA within six months of enrollment. Enroll here today. 

The NBA understands that some new producers may want to start their bison herd, but don't have the necessary land and expertise to get started. You should consider an Absentee Ownership Program (AOP), in which you work with an existing bison producer who will host and manage your animals for you. This is a great way to start growing your bison herd with the added bonus of having an experienced mentor. View a list of National Bison Association members offering AOP opportunities here.  


Bison per Acre
One of the most frequently asked questions is "How many bison can I run on my acreage?"

There is no simple answer. The types of forage, soil quality, water, environment and other factors directly affect the number of animals you can maintain on a given acreage. Your local county extention agent, Soil Conservation Service Office, university's agricultural extention office, and local beef or dairy producers can all help you determine the carrying capacity of your acreage.

The number of beef animals allotted per acre in your area is a good initial estimate. You may find that you can run more bison per acre; however, it is best to start out with a safe number and adjust as you go. Remember, an adult animal eats more than a young animal and a lactating cow eats more than a non-lactating cow. 

One good source of information on all facets of buffalo production is the Bison Producers' Handbook – 1st Edition. This useful guide is available for purchase online from the National Bison Association for $40.00, or free with an Active membership with the NBA. (Member Discount available on this and other products in our online store).

Fencing
Fencing on bison ranches varies greatly. Some folks use a good taut cattle fence while some build fortresses. The preference is somewhere in-between. What works for one person may not work for you. One good philosophy is that "it is better to be safe than sorry."

Exterior fences should be of prime importance. Interior or cross fencing is also important, but some producers can get by with a lesser quality. Many producers recommend an exterior fence of six feet. If a bison can get his nose over the fence and wants to be out, chances are he will try to jump or push over the fence. Grown bulls can make a standing six foot jump, if so inclined. 
Handling
Bison are not a domestic animal and require different handling than cattle. Many bison producers agree with the saying "You can get a bison to go anywhere he wants to go."

Bison are much more nervous and excitable in close quarters. Work bison slower and calmer than you would other stock. Handling facilities will need to be stronger and taller than pasture fences. Your facility for capturing, sorting, treating, testing, loading out, or confining your bison should be strong, long lasting, cost efficient, and most importantly, safe for you and your animals.

One of the best ways to determine what you need is to talk and visit with other producers, or check out "Movin 'Em: A Guide to Low Stress Animal Handling", also available in our online store. 

Carcass Info
Consistency is very important to the food service industry. Restaurants want to be assured that producers provide consistent size, age, and quality of steaks and other cuts of bison meat. Here's some general guidelines. 
Fact Sheet on Bison Butcher Bulls
(18-30 Months of age for primal cuts)

Average Live Weight: 950 lbs - 1250 lbs
Ideal Live Weight: 1130 lbs

Average Carcass Weight: 550lbs - 725 lbs
Ideal Carcass Weight: 650 lbs Average Yield: 57% of live weight 
Average Yield of meat - 450 lbs/carcass
