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Quote of the month:   

Agriculture is not crop 
production as popular belief 
holds - it's the production of 
food and fiber from the world's 
land and waters. Without 
agriculture it is not possible to 
have a city, stock market, 
banks, university, church or 
army. Agriculture is the 
foundation of civilization and 
any stable economy. 

   --Allan Savory 

 Just Farmers:  an informal agricultural newsletter 

Vol. 7, No. 2              
 

We affirm. . . the need to practice 

curiosity and “consider research, 
discussion, learning from our 
neighbours and regular walks through 
our property as essential to our 
vocation.”   (From Just Farmers’ 

statement of Principles.) 
 

News and Views: 
 If you would like to be encouraged by a 

farm (ranch) that does not follow the 

conventional methods of raising cattle, 

pigs, chickens, and sheep and is 

successful in a very competitive world, 

check out T.K. Ranch at 

https://tkranch.com/  .   I have reproduced 

some comments from the ranch’s 

website and from Trevor Herriot’s 

journalistic report at the end of this 

newsletter.   

 What to do inside when it is -40 (C. or 

F) outside?  Reading is my choice.  Seed 

catalogues, farming books, and farm 

magazines.  Here are some recent 

articles that caught my eye:  

 “What we learned from building 

a high tunnel” (hoop house)—

Small Farm Canada 

 “Royalty Is Coming to America” 

and “The Berkshire Hog”, both 

from Farming Magazine (Mt. 

Hope, Ohio).  The first is about 

Mangalistsa pigs.  The second. . .  

well, I think you know.  In the same 

magazine is a thoughtful piece by 

one of America’s leading shepherds, 

Ulf Kinzel.  It is about growing old 

(he is only 52—I’d say that’s just 

entering his prime.)  

 Change is difficult.  Here’s a story from 

a retired soil conservationist and farm 

soil health specialist—Tom Steger--from 

Minnesota:   

     “It's tough when farmers are on a thin 

economic margin,” he said, “and they 

are asked to change something that's 

worked for them, but not necessarily for 

the environment.”  

 Talking with an engineer in the 

office recently, Steger referenced an old 

design he did for a farmer that had an 

earthen manure pit drawn on it. The 

farmer told him he couldn't put the pit 

there, and Steger asked him why not. He 

said, ‘there's a fence there.’ Steger told 

him the fence could be moved.  ‘My 

grandpa put the fence there, so we're 

going to keep the fence there,’ the 

farmer told him.” 

 

 

  

https://tkranch.com/


   
 

January15, 2020 

2 

     ©Eskerhazy Publications, 2020 
 

 

  

Learning from Marco—Part II

During the past several weeks, I was privileged to spend a lot of time interviewing Marco 

Fagundes, a veterinarian from Brazil and Bolivia, with a specialization in feed analysis and 

recommendations for livestock.   Note:  I interviewed Marco about the biological and chemical 
aspects of ruminant digestion and found that my notes were sometimes not quite what he said.  
Another way of saying this is that I was a little out of my depth.  So Marco sent me the basics, which you 
might have already have studied at Olds or Vermilion, Alberta, or picked up by your own reading.  We 
are trying to set up a short workshop at Round Lake Hall for the end of January/early February (before 
the 7th) for a sharing and question/answer session with Marco.  One of the things we would like to do is 
to have Marco give his “reading” of a nutritional analysis of the haylage from Eskerhazy Farm.  If you 
would be interested and able to attend such an event, please let us know at cgesch63@gmail.com . 
 
 

Nutrition QUESTIONS and information  

 

 The rumen and reticulum are populated with 

microorganisms such as bacteria and protozoa. These 

micro-organisms utilize the fibers in forages and starches in 

grains to produce acetic, propionic and butyric acids, called 

Volatile Fatty Acids (VFA)   

 

 These acids are absorbed through the wall of the rumen into 

the blood stream to be converted into energy by the liver. 

Forages contain higher levels of fiber and lower levels of 

starch than grains and when utilized by the 

microorganisms, the amount of acid produced can easily be 

absorbed. 

 

 Volatile fatty acids (VFA) are produced in large amounts through ruminal fermentation and 

are of paramount importance in that they provide greater than 70% of the ruminant's energy 

supply. Virtually all of the acetic, propionic and butyric acids formed in the rumen are 

absorbed across the ruminal epithelium, from which they are carried by ruminal veins to the 

portal vein and hence through the liver. Continuous removal of VFA from the rumen is 

important not only for distribution, but to prevent excessive and damaging drops in pH of 

rumen fluid.   

 

 The rumen (on the left side of the animal) is the largest stomach compartment and consists of 

several sacs. It can hold 25 gallons or more of material depending on the size of the cow. 

Because of its size, the rumen acts as a storage or holding vat for feed. 

 

Marco Fagundes:                     
Tropics meets Arctic 

mailto:cgesch63@gmail.com
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 Aside from storage, the rumen is also a fermentation vat. The rumen’s environment favors 

the growth of microbes. These microbes digest or ferment feed within the rumen and make 

volatile fatty acids (VFAs). The rumen absorbs most of the VFAs from fermentation. 

 

 A good blood supply to the rumen walls improves absorption of VFAs and other digestion 

products. Tiny projections (papillae) line the rumen, which increases the rumen’s surface 

area and the amount it can absorb.     

 

 The reticulum is a pouch-like structure in the forward area of the body, close to the heart. 

The tissues in the reticulum form a network similar to a honeycomb. A small tissue fold lies 

between the reticulum and rumen, but the two aren’t separate compartments. Together 

they’re called the rumino-reticulum. 

 

 Heavy or dense feed and metal objects eaten by the cow drop into this compartment. Nails 

and other sharp objects may work into the tissue and cause “hardware disease.” You can use 

magnets to prevent disease or correct the problem through surgery. Leaving it untreated may 

lead to infection and possibly death. 

 

 The omasum is a globe-shaped structure containing leaves of tissue (like pages in a book). It 

absorbs water and other substances from digestive contents. Feed material (ingesta) between 

the leaves will be drier than ingesta found in the other compartments. 

 

 The abomasum is the only compartment lined with glands. These glands release hydrochloric 

acid and digestive enzymes, needed to breakdown feeds. The abomasum is similar to a non-

ruminant stomach. 

 

 Urea is a non-protein nitrogen compound. That is, the nitrogen portion of urea is used 

as the building block for the production of protein by rumen microbes. Most urea 

contains about 45% nitrogen, and protein contains 16% nitrogen. Therefore, when urea 

is converted to protein, the crude protein equivalent value of urea is about 281%. It 

must be recalled that urea contains no other useful feed components such as energy, 

minerals, or vitamins.   [See note below about feeding urea with forages.] 
 

From other sources: 
 Formulate diets precisely with feed components with known energy and crude protein 

values from laboratory analysis. 

 Use urea to provide no more than one-third of the total protein requirement in the ration. 

 Feed the ration at least twice daily to prevent an ammonia overload. 

 Weigh all feed components precisely and make sure the urea is mixed completely and 

uniformly in the ration.  
Source:  https://extension.psu.edu/urea-in-beef-cattle-rations   (Pennsylvania) 

 

 

 

https://extension.psu.edu/urea-in-beef-cattle-rations
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Urea in cattle rations?   
 Urea is non-protein nitrogen and contains 281% crude protein. Utilization and conversion 

to true protein must be via incorporation into rumen microorganisms. Excess amounts 

can be fatal to cows so it is important not to over supplement. In addition, urea should not 

be used with ammoniated feeds such as silage and hays [emphasis added]. Urea is an 

inexpensive source of soluble nitrogen that may be lacking in some diets, and it should be 

fed with a readily available carbohydrate source such as corn or barley.  Source:  

http://www.thedairysite.com/articles/697/rations-for-dairy-cattle-feeds-to-limit/ (Virginia) 

 Urea use has also been limited because of in vitro studies showing no benefit to 

adding urea if ammonia levels are at 5 mg/mL or dietary CP is at 13%. . . .Adding 

urea sources to ensiled forages has increased final N content and reduced protein 

degradation of the silage. . . .Traditional recommendations for feeding urea to dairy 

cows have been excessive. More reasonable recommendations would be for not 

more than 1% in the concentrate, approximately 135 g/cow daily, and not more than 

20% of total dietary CP coming from added urea-NPN sources.   Source:  

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1080744615305933  

 

Balance rations and test water 
 Test feed ingredients for moisture, protein, energy, calcium and phosphorus, at a 

minimum. If using silage, have pH tested: silage with pH over 5.2 doesn’t keep for long. 

Deficient protein and energy result in low birth weights or weak calves and poor milking 

cows. Excess protein and energy are expensive and wasteful. 

 Feed for the requirements of the cattle, not how much they will eat. 

 Conduct a chemical analysis of water sources every three to five years. Mineral 

imbalances in water can interact with feed nutrients. 
Source:     https://www.producer.com/2005/03/twenty-tips-for-winter-feeding-cattle/  

 

 

Poultry predators—first in a series:  coyotes and foxes?   

What you said. . .  
 We have had weasels and martens around, but had no trouble in the chicken pens; also have 

coyotes and fox but the fences seem to keep them out. The turkey pen has small mesh 

squares that we can put electricity on; one morning the turkeys were making a strange sound 

and I watched them follow a coyote that was on the other side of the wire; she was looking 

hungry but the turkeys were not frightened, just curious. Thank goodness for stout fence 

there; it could have been a massacre. The foxes trot through the yard but have never 

disturbed the hens here; our direct neighbours have lost entire flocks to them. Fences make a 

difference!  --Quesnel 
 We just kept a really big free-ranging flock that got topped up now and again. :) Between 

neighbourhood dogs, foxes, owls, and chickens who just wanted OUT, it was a challenge to 

keep them all alive.    -- Anastasia Ledwon   

http://www.thedairysite.com/articles/697/rations-for-dairy-cattle-feeds-to-limit/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S1080744615305933
https://www.producer.com/2005/03/twenty-tips-for-winter-feeding-cattle/
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 We had a neighbour's visitor's dog come and stack the young turkeys he was killing in a nice 

tidy pile, was up to 13 when we found them, but as it ran away into the bush we didn't know 

whose it was until later. 

 This [predator problems] is what has been preventing me from even trying to keep chickens. 

I am leaning toward a moveable coop / pen but so far it's only in my head.  –N.T. 

 We just have our Great Pyrenees guardian dogs. Even the wolves won't come on to our 

property.  --The Faith Heart and Home-Stead 

 My Husky/German Shepherd cross was surprisingly amazing with my birds and we never 

had predator issues at all despite mostly free ranging birds.  -- Teri Paisley, Telkwa 

 

 1: A guardian dog, or even just dog presence on the farm, is the best deterrent, IMO.   2.  

That said, unless you have NO neighbors for quite a distance and you're assured your own 

dogs would never kill, statistically speaking, dogs are also the leading cause of death to 

chickens, more so than coyotes, fox, weasel family predators, aerial predators. So, some kind 

of plan or clear agreement between neighbors to remove or address problem dogs from those 

opportunities is a good idea.   3. This is probably my only unique contribution to this 

conversation but I have definitely observed in my many years of keeping chickens that breed 

matters. My chickens that are sometimes a pain in the butt, if you're trying to keep them in an 

enclosure for some reason, cuz they are a flighty kind of breed like auracana/amaracauna or 

other smaller heritage fowl, they will often escape death by flying to the top of the fence or 

tree or bush or whatever. My big, fat, sweet, docile breeds like orpingtons are unable to 

escape. Freedom rangers sure get to safety easier than a CX.  4.  [Roosters] If you have  kind 

“to the ladies, super protective roosters”  they have value in flock protection also.  

    --Stephanie Sampson Shallbetter 

 I had a bear break into my coop in Quick  overnight once and trample my ducks and 

chickens.  I think it was actually after the grain, and it was dark, so the birds couldn't see to 

get out of the bruin's way.   --Leslie Crane 

 I have 3 month old maremma/Pyrenees pups--the breed mix we have on our farm with our 

free ranging chickens--and we've never lost even one chicken over the last few years since 

we've had them. Train them 

young...and they'll keep your flock 

safe and predators out! :) I've also 

heard from many chicken keepers that 

dogs seem to be their biggest 

challenge (their own or others) in 

keeping their chickens healthy and 

safe!    --Amber Toews,  Glenn Harrie 

 We have never had weasel trouble.  

For many years a weasel lived in our 

woodpile right beside the chicken 

house.  We never had a kill but we 

sure had no mice.   

 --“ama sii k’uuhl (Gitxsan)” 

Happy New Year    from Harriet Hall   

https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10212233179504805&set=p.10212233179504805&type=3
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From the T.K. Ranch website (“What do you do differently from conventional 

ranching and farming?”)  

 “A few years ago we were in the middle of a terrible drought and the land west of our 

home was overrun with Richardson’s Ground Squirrels (gophers). Many farmers and 

ranchers choose to bait (poison) gophers to control them and prevent the damage they 

can do the land. We left the gophers alone (as we don’t believe in using poison under 

any circumstances) and soon we had foxes, great horned owls, ferruginous hawks, red-

tailed hawks and badgers move in.” 

 “In 2007, Safeway asked us if we would consider supplying their stores nationally. This 

is the new organic lure — go big or go home. While some people would think this was a 

great opportunity, we didn’t. To supply any large chain would mean that we would have 

to compromise our program and what we believe in. We would have to ramp production 

to meet supply which would mean feedlot finishing [but] concentrating large numbers of 

animals in one confined area is not sustainable environmentally or ethically. Once 

finished, the animals would have to be hauled to a large factory processing plant where 

an animal’s psychological state is not taken into consideration—only how quickly it can 

be processed and shipped out the back door. Had we accepted we would have become 

an organic corporate factory farm based entirely on demand, supply and the bottom line. 

We declined and were de-listed— not a surprise, just a very sad indication of where the 

organic sector is moving.”       

 Our pigs are raised on pasture for their entire lives. This means that our sows, boars, 

gilts, weaners and finishers are never confined in barns. We use heritage breed pigs – 

Berkshire, Duroc, Large Black and Tamworth – because they are naturally designed to 

withstand our colder northern climates. Unlike hairless breeds raised in confinement 

barns, ours have thick hair coats and lots of fat to protect them from the weather. We 

farrow our sows on pasture — we do not use gestation or farrowing crates – and they 

are never separated from their piglets. We provide our sows with private nest-boxes to 

give birth (arc huts) that have free access to pasture.  We do not needle teeth trim or cut 

off the tails of our piglets. On TK Ranch our piglets are given lots of room to run and play 

which prevents them from getting bored and fighting with each other.  Unlike 

conventionally raised piglets that could be weaned as young as 10 days, our piglets stay 

with their mothers for 8 weeks on pasture before being weaned. At that time they are put 

into groups of the same age for proper socialization.               

 “Colleen [Biggs, co-owner] says 99 per cent of certified grass-fed organic beef is grain-

finished in an organic feedlot. Because of the cold Canadian winters, it takes longer to 

finish animals on grass. Grain speeds up the growing process, so almost all grass-fed 

animals are fed grain in the three months before they are slaughtered.”     Source of the 

quotation (above):  http://trevorherriot.blogspot.com/2010/03/more-on-pces-conference-good-

news-amid.html  . 

 

http://trevorherriot.blogspot.com/2010/03/more-on-pces-conference-good-news-amid.html
http://trevorherriot.blogspot.com/2010/03/more-on-pces-conference-good-news-amid.html
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 Within the Special Areas of Alberta, where TK Ranch is located, rainfall is scarce. From 

1995 until 2005 we were in a severe drought — some years we received less than 3 

inches / 7.5 cms of rain during the growing season. This means that during a dry year 

there is very little run-off in the spring and almost no standing water anywhere. Since 

pioneer times settlers have been capturing spring run-off in dugouts or man-made dams. 

Non-profit groups, such as Ducks Unlimited, have recognized the importance of these 

man-made waterways as without them there would be little nesting habitat for water 

birds or water available for wildlife. Ducks Unlimited has continued to build dams to 

create habitat and TK Ranch has worked with them for many, many years. The plaque 

above right [see illustration on website] stands north of our home near a large dam 

created in 1973. It was placed there to thank the fellow (Harold Siebens) who 

contributed the money to build what we call Siebens Dam and to TK Biggs for donating 

the land. There are four large dams located across TK Ranch where many species of 

waterfowl either nest during the warmer months or rest on their journeys north and south 

during the spring and fall migrations. 

 We have also signed 30 year Prairie Care Agreements with Ducks Unlimited to 

ensure upland habitat near the dams is protected from haying or grazing so that young 

birds have adequate nesting time to fledge. 

 

Sunset On TK Ranch:   a family of ducks enjoys an evening swim 
 

Information about T.K. Ranch from their website is used by permission from Colleen Biggs.   


