Cows and Fish and REAL Beef 

Showcasing Sustainable Food Production

By Michael Gerrand, Riparian Specialist, Cows and Fish
Cows and Fish (The Alberta Riparian Habitat Management Society) has launched an initiative called REAL Beef (Ranchers Enhancing Alberta’s Landscapes). The objective of REAL Beef is to help rural communities and agricultural producers link to urban, consumer communities by promoting sustainable food production. 
“Rural communities are struggling to remain viable because of competition from inexpensive, unsustainable global food production and low domestic value for food “says Norine Ambrose, Program Manager for Cows and Fish, “this discourages sustainable food production practices.”
Ambrose hopes that this initiative will help to counter this trend.  The initiative has just launched the pilot-phase which involves showcasing six Albertan agricultural producers.   

“These ranchers, like many other cow/calf producers, have a strong stewardship ethic and sustainable management practices that result in healthy landscapes and clean water,” adds Ambrose, “REAL Beef strives to connect these food producers to food consumers, and develop a demand for sustainable management practices.” 

Cows and Fish has a long history with the ranching community in Alberta and an equally long partnership with Alberta Beef Producers.  Ambrose goes on to say, “Cows and Fish supports community and local stewardship group initiatives.  An integral part of our work is to build urban and rural linkages, to help communities and individuals understand each other better, and share “good news” stories.’’ 
REAL Beef is not to be confused with Alberta Beef Producers ‘Raised Right’ campaign which advocates that ‘consumers have the right and responsibility to know that the food they eat is of the very best quality and that it is safe, healthy and produced under certified conditions’.  REAL Beef supports these goals but adds one more leg to the stool which is to provide producers with the validation that their beef has been raised sustainably. 
This validation process, called ‘Landscape Health Validation’ takes a quantitative approach, as each of the six ranches selected during this pilot were evaluated using the Cows and Fish riparian and range health assessment protocols.  In addition to these ranches meeting minimum ecological health standards, two more criteria need to be met in order to be landscape health validated and subsequently a REAL Beef producer:  sound grazing management practices must be in place and the producers must be involved in a community-based stewardship initiative such as a watershed group or landowner group that promotes sustainable land management practices.
Getting the ‘good news’ stories out to consumers is a priority for the REAL Beef initiative yet communicating these benchmarks of sustainability poses the biggest challenge. To accomplish this goal, a series of ‘Sustainable Food Workshops’ have been held on REAL Beef ranches.  These workshops included walking tours through riparian and range pastures, story telling and a catered supper featuring beef raised on those ranches.  A spirited dialogue between the producers and consumers evolved throughout each event.
One attending consumer said,
“I appreciate these producers’ efforts to bring to my attention things that I may not have thought of in managing land, to not only produce good food but to sustain the land….I have enjoyed immensely being able to meet a producer, understand their personal efforts and then eat their food”

Getting the REAL Beef producers to tell their story in their own words is a cornerstone in the communication plan. 
In November, each of the six REAL Beef producers attended a digital storytelling workshop.  Digital storytelling is based on the understanding that hearing stories is an important means of motivating people to accept and implement new ideas.   In a three day workshop the producers used their own voice, combined with photos and music to create personal stories to describe their own experiences with sustainability.  These three minute ‘videos’ will be showcased at a Digital Storytelling Premiere Event in the Calgary area in early 2011 and made available to the public through the Cows and Fish website.  
Brenda Schroeder, one of the ‘consumers’ who attended one of the sustainable food workshops, joined the REAL Beef producers in the story telling workshop.  

 She said, “In a short time we have connected to others through their stories … as a result, linkages between management choices and landscape health are clearer to me, and I see benefit to being more involved and taking action, whether you are a consumer or producer.” 
 “Agriculture is in trouble and when this happens, the health of the land suffers as a result.  My personal opinion is that we have to get back to smaller farms and ranches that supply food to local markets, “ says Don Ruzicka, a REAL Beef producer from the Killam area “This is going to take a lot of effort and commitment by farmers and ranchers to convince the general public that it can and needs to be done.   These stories are all about “sustainability.” I am confident that these stories are going to impact the future of agriculture.”
REAL Beef has been made possible with grants from the Government of Alberta's Rural Community Adaptation Grant Program and the W. Garfield Weston Foundation as well as the ongoing support of Cows and Fish members and supporters.  If you would like further information about REAL Beef, or you think you may be a REAL Beef candidate please contact Norine Ambrose, Program Manager, Cows and Fish at 403-381-5538 or visit the Cows and Fish website: www.cowsandfish.org.
