2002 Write-up of Valerie Dantoin’s SARE grant to evaluate the potential nutritional benefits of cheese from grass-based milk.   

Farm overview

Valerie and Rick Adamski milk about 85 cows on their farm in Shawano County west of Green Bay.  The farm has been in the Adamski family since Rick’s great-grandparents settled there more than 100 years ago.  But although these roots are clearly important to them, Rick and Valerie spend more time looking forward than back.  

Rick returned to the family farm in 1986, with a degree in soil science and ten years of off-farm work experience.  Right away, he set about converting the farm from a traditional operation with the cows in stanchions to a grass-based rotational grazing dairy.  Rotational grazing (also called management-intensive grazing or MIG) had been practiced for at least a decade in New Zealand, but in the mid-80’s it was a radical departure for US agriculture.  As one of the pioneers of this system in the US, Rick had to figure out how to make the system work pretty much on his own.  

Farm goals

Valerie and Rick’s goals for Full Circle Farm are ambitious.  In addition to producing milk, they want their farm to play a role in producing a healthier environment and a more just society.  And they want the farm to sustain them personally by giving them a reasonable income, enough time to spend with their children, and even some time for themselves!

Practices

“Grazing is the centerpiece of the farm,” observes Valerie.  Rotational grazing keeps the soil covered year-round and holds it together below the surface with perennial roots.  The Adamskis are able to maintain productivity without using synthetic pesticides or fertilizers that could run off or leach into streams, lakes, and ground water.  Most of the manure from their cows is deposited directly onto the pastures, keeping those nutrients right where they are needed.  The manure the cows leave in the barn on cold winter nights is composted and then spread on their pastures and the small fields where they grow forage for supplemental winter feed.  The farm is in the process of organic certification. 

Rick and Valerie’s concern for social sustainability shows itself in a number of ways.  Both are active in the community, Rick serves on the school board and Valerie serves on the zoning commission. And they are also committed to helping other farmers learn about rotational grazing.  They hold a field day on their farm most years, as well as answering questions and hosting visits from half a dozen potential graziers every year.  Rick also helps farmers in the region with their grazing plans through his involvement with the Glacierland Resource Conservation and Development program.  

They also want their farm to be part of a more socially responsible food system.  Not surprisingly, they are concerned about a dairy structure that has milk prices at historic lows and family farms barely hanging on or going out of business.  But they also point out the loss in nutritional quality that often accompanies over-processed and mass-produced food, and the hidden environmental and social costs of our national cheap food policy.  This is where Valerie’s marketing project comes in.  Valerie obtained an Agricultural Diversification and Development grant through Wisconsin’s Department of Agriculture and started looking into the possibility of making cheese.  In 2000, she contacted some fellow graziers about producing and marketing cheese made from the milk of rotationally grazed cows.  Four farms came together to form the Wisconsin Dairy Graziers Cooperative and produce Northern Meadows natural cheddar cheese.  “We could easily supply all the milk for the cheese from our own farm,” comments Valerie, “but I wanted this to be a cooperative project.”  The cheese is priced to give the farm families a fair return on their labor and investment.  At the other end of the exchange, customers get a food that is produced with minimal environmental damage and that may provide exceptional nutritional benefits.  

Project background

In recent years, nutritional researchers have begun to examine more closely the view that all animal-based fats increase the risk of heart disease and cancer.  Two compounds in particular have attracted their attention:  conjugated linoleic acid (CLA for short) and omega 3 fatty acids.  Both of these compounds are found primarily in animal fats (including the fat in milk), and both have been associated with decreased risks of cancer and heart disease. And the evidence indicates that the levels of these nutrients in meat, dairy products, and fish depend on the diets of the animal as well as its species.  

SARE project

The project tests whether the grass-fed cows supplying Northern Meadows Cheese are in fact producing milk higher in CLA and omega-3 fatty acids.  Valerie and Rick were aware of USDA’s Sustainable Agriculture Research and Education Program because their farm had been studied as part of a SARE research project in the early 90’s. So in 2001 Valerie applied for a SARE producer grant to fund the cost of testing the milk samples.  The Cooperative’s grass-based farms as well as three conventional farms provided weekly milk samples from July through October in 2001 and 2002 for analysis at the lab of Dr. Debra Pearson, University of Wisconsin-Green Bay. 

Milk & cheese samples from the 2000, 2001 and 2002 season have now been analyzed, and on average both CLA and omega-3 fatty acids are significantly higher in the milk from cows on pasture than those in confinement.  Additional tests funded in part by SARE also show at least two times more vitamin A and E in pasture-based milk than in conventional milk.  And surprisingly, the cheddar produced from pasture-based milk has a third less cholesterol than regular cheddar.  There are significant differences in nutrient levels between the grazing farms as well.   Dr. Pearson is preparing a manuscript about the study for a peer reviewed journal.  The results clearly show differences between grazing milk and commodity milk and will help the Adamskis market cheese.

Looking ahead, the Adamskis have begun a whole farm planning process that involves the entire family and emphasizes ecological as well as economic goals.   They hope to become even better stewards of the land, improve the marketing of Northern Meadows Cheese and their fluid milk, and maintain a sustainable personal and family life.  

To learn more about Full Circle Farm and Northern Meadows Cheese, go to their website at http://fullcirclefarm.net/full_circle.htm.    

