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Niche pork farmers in short supply

By Gary Huber, PNMWG coordinator 

As PNMWG coordinator, I peri­
odically get requests for help 
from companies seeking farmers 

who can provide them with niche hogs 
(see sidebar). These requests are becom­
ing more common because certain niche 
pork products are in short supply, espe­
cially pork from hogs raised without 
hormones or antibiotics. These requests 
have led to some issues that this article 
seeks to explore. 

Implications for niche pork efforts 
The fact that antibiotic-free pork is 

in demand beyond supplies appears to 
be a positive development for farmers 
who can raise these hogs. However, the 

ing these farmers raises issues about the 
evolution of this sector of the pork in­
dustry. The issues are complex, but lead 
to one overriding concern—whether the 
emergence of new niche pork efforts will 
lead to a situation where buyers play 
these competing suppliers against each 
other to drive down prices, which in 
turn will create economic hardships that 
will ultimately hurt farmers. 

Conversations over how to ap­
proach and work through these issues 
are needed. Options may exist, but they 
need careful exploration. One exam­
ple to explore is OFARM, an organiza­
tion created to help its member orga­
nizations enhance prices for certified 
organic grains. The key point here is 
that niche pork farmers could be head­
ed for a train wreck; a concerted effort 
to discuss the situation, as well as op­
tions to correct it, should be a priority 
for everyone involved. 

increasing number of companies seek-

Three companies have recently 
sought help in finding farmers. The 
following are descriptions of each 
based on information provided by 
these companies. 

SIG Interna­
tional, Boyden, 
IA, is a pork pro­
cessor that mainly exports to the Far 
East. The company has been in busi­
ness since 1999. SIG notes that it has 
developed its niche through attention 

professional relationships with cus­

tomers and producers. It has three 
main niche pork product lines: 

“100% Berkshire pork”— 
American Berkshire Association 
(ABA) breeding certificates re­

ments. 
“Lifetime antibiotic-free Natu­

ral pork fed non-GMO grains”—no 

or any other method for the entire life 

What they’re looking for.... 

Continued on page 2 

to the details of pork quality, plus 

1. 

quired, plus adherence to the ABA’s 
Process Verified Program require­

2. 

antibiotics in the feed, water, injection 

cycle of the hog. Additionally, no 

Evaluating options 
These requests have raised another 

question: How should the PNMWG re­
spond to these requests? The current 
approach is to pass information from 
these companies to farmers through this 
newsletter and emails to the PNMWG 
email lists. The following questions have 
also been developed to help farmers eval­
uate whether to be involved. 

1. Can I meet the production
requirements? 

Much of niche pork’s differentiation 
occurs at the production level. First and 
foremost, farmers need to evaluate 
whether they can meet the production 
requirements with their systems and 
skills. If they are unsure, they should seek 
help by talking to farmers already in­
volved or ISU Extension specialists in­
volved with the PNMWG. 

2. Are prices adequate for me to
make enough money? 

“Can I make money?” is the question 

most often asked by farmers. The answer 
is crucial because any system that does 
not cover costs will not last. Determin­
ing if prices are sufficient to sustain op­
erations is important, but finding the 
answer can be difficult, especially for 
someone who has never raised hogs us­
ing the required protocols. The next best 
thing is to talk to farmers who have been 
long-term partners with these niche 
pork companies for their perspectives on 
whether prices are adequate. 

3. Are systems in place for sharing
profits/brand value with farmers, such 
as farmer ownership of the company? 

Building wealth through ownership 
is a way farmers can receive compensa­
tion. Are structures or policies in place 
that facilitate sharing profits or brand 
ownership with farmers? A caveat to this 
suggestion is the need to examine the 
company’s financial records—a must 
whenever someone considers becoming 

Continued on page 2 



Short supply: Continued from page 1

an owner in a company. 

Farmers also need to examine the 
topics discussed in the following ques­
tions, such as track record and brand 
recognition. They need to look deeper 
when ownership is on the table because 
there are few things worse that owning a 
sinking ship, especially if ownership is a 
costly proposition. 

4. Does the company have a good
track record in the specialty pork busi­
ness? 

Because producing hogs for niche 
markets may require investments in fa­
cilities or breeding stock, farmers should 
consider whether the company will ex­
ist long enough to make that money 
back. This means examining a compa-
ny’s track record. How long have they 
been in business? What are their annual 
sales, and how have these figures changed 
over time? 

5. Does the brand have a strong and
valuable position in the marketplace? 

Branding is very important in cap­
turing market share and premiums, with 
the value of the brand tied closely to fea­
tures and benefits of the products. The 
questions here are: Is the brand well 
known in the marketplace? How do cus­
tomers perceive the brand’s reputation? 
Farmers should ask these questions of 
the company’s representatives. A suit­
able answer should include concrete ev­
idence, such as product reviews by food 
journalists. Farmers can also do their 
own keyword search on the Internet and 
look for positive, independent reports 
on the brand. 

6. Are strong management and
operations teams in place? 

These are the folks who guide the busi­
ness and coordinate the efforts needed for 
success. Competent leaders and staff are 
one of the most important requirements 
for a good company. Farmers should ask 
for a management organizational chart 
and information on key staff, such as the 
length of their employment with the 
company and related experiences. They 
should also talk to the staff, as well as the 
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growth promotants, hormones or ani­
mal byproducts allowed. Non-GMO 
feed grains also required. 

with no vaccines. 

for custom processing. 
SIG uses a variety of contract 

arrangements for its three niche 
pork product lines, with the most 
common method being the Sioux 
Falls market on day of delivery plus 
a negotiated premium. They are 
also accustomed to contracts with 
floor and ceiling prices to protect 
for fluctuating markets. Contact 

sig@sigiowa.com. 
W h o l e s o m e  

Harvest, Colo, IA, 
is a farmer-owned 
marketing coali­
tion that is in the 
process of adding 
certified organic pork to its existing 

are: 
50 percent Berkshire genetics 

is the target for 2006 (not required 
now). 

Farmer-owners receive a pre­
mium, a rising stock value and divi-

What they’re looking for: Continued from page 1 

dends from company profits. 
Prices are set by the farmers; 

prices waiting for pork co-op in­
volvement to set them for 2005. 

Currently not buying; looking 
for the supply chain to come forward 
and supply some big potential orders. 

377-7777 or 
welliot@wholesomeharvest.com. 

IN, seeks farm­
ers to supply it 
with hogs for a 
new line of 

are: 
1. 50 percent Berkshire genetics 

required. 
2 No antibiotics, synthetic hor­

mones or animal-based proteins. 
3. Non-GMO is goal, through the 

Modified Corn and Dried Distiller 
Grains (DDGs). 

4. Offering around $15-$20 pre­
mium per head. 

and 

4680, ext. 109. 

3. “Drug Free Pork”—same as #2 

SIG’s facilities are also available 

Troy Enger at 712-725-2172 or 

organic meat products. Key points 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

Contact Wende Elliot at 641-

FAVORED® Pork, West Lafayette, 

branded pork products. Key points 

use of FAVORED® Non-Genetically 

5. Brochure also lists “spacious 
surroundings” “a comfortable 
environment.” 

Contact Ernie Wyant at 765-583-

farmers involved, about the company’s 
management. 

7. Do good partnerships exist
across the chain, especially with pro­
cessors and distributors? 

Once the hogs have left the farm, the 
journey to the consumer has only be­
gun. Good partnerships with compa­
nies involved in processing and distri­
bution are vital. Where is the meat pro­
cessed, and how long have they been 
partners? How many different compa­
nies purchase the pork, and what per­
cent of total sales is each buying? Know­
ing the number of customers and per­

centage of product going to each entity 
is useful because too many customers 
buying only small quantities is not a 
good sign, and neither is one big cus­
tomer that buys most of the product. 

8. Is there a strategic plan for
growth/profits and continued innova­
tion to maintain their niche over time? 

Farmers should also ask about future 
plans of any group. Is there a strategic plan 
in place for growth, and what are its key 
features, such as new product development 
plans? Where is the company headed in the 
next year, two years and five years? Are there 

Continued on next page 2 



Animal behavior specialist joins ISU faculty

Anna Johnson has joined the faculty 
of the ISU Animal Science Department 
as an animal behavior specialist. 

Originally from England, Johnson 
did her undergraduate work at the 
University of Reading. She earned a 
master’s in applied animal behavior 
and animal welfare at the University 
of Edinburgh in Scotland, and a doc­
torate in animal science at Texas Tech 
University with a focus on sow and pig­
let behavior and welfare in both indoor 
and outdoor systems. 

Johnson will have research, teach-

Short supply: Continued 
from previous page 
plans for continued innovation to main­
tain the niche over time? This last question 
is crucial because niches tend to fill up, which 
means continued innovation is needed to 
maintain market share and premiums. Does 
the group have such plans? What are they, 
and are they realistic? 

9. Is there adequate transparency
and communication? 

Finally, is there adequate transpar­
ency and communication between the 
group and its farmers? If a farmer has 
come this far in getting satisfactory an­
swers to his/her questions, there is cer­
tainly some level of transparency. The 
next question involves how communi­
cation with farmers occurs about impor­
tant business decisions and actions. This 
information sharing is vital so all par­
ties can plan for the future. 

These are by no means all of the ques­
tions to ask, but they are important ones 
for deciding whether to be involved. 
And farmers should not be intimidated 
with the idea of asking their potential 
partners these kinds of questions. Only 
by gathering information can risk be 
mitigated. Also, while due diligence of 
these joint ventures is primarily the re­
sponsibility of the farmer, it should be 
something companies see as positive, be­
cause cultivating good partnerships with 
farmers is in their best interests. • 
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ing and exten­
sion duties. 
The Leopold 
Center will 
p r o v i d e  
$20,000 per 
year for three 
years toward 
graduate as­
sistant sup­
port for 

Johnson, in large part because of the 
center’s recognition of the importance 
of animal health and well-being in al­

ternative systems. 
Johnson has a strong background 

in this area and an intense interest 
in working with students and farm­
ers. She is especially interested in 
talking with farmers to learn about 
the kinds of challenges they face on a 
day-to-day basis related to animal 
behavior issues and their pigs’ over­
all welfare in different housing situ­
ations. 

She encourages people to contact 
her by email at johnsona@iastate.edu, 
or by phone at 515-294-2098. 

Leopold Center grant received

In January 2005, the Leopold Center 
awarded $25,000 to Practical Farmers 
of Iowa for a project titled “Develop­
ing an Integrated Research and Out­
reach Program for Niche Pork Produc­
tion.” The project will continue the on­
going work of developing and imple­
menting an integrated research and 
outreach program for niche pork pro­
duction. The project will also support 
PFI as it continues to facilitate PNM­
WG activities, which is important be­

cause the PNMWG is providing a vehi­
cle for the collaboration needed for the 
success of farmer-owned niche pork 
companies and their members. 

The grant is another in a series that 
the Leopold Center has provided to 
support the work of the PNMWG. To 
date, the center has provided nearly 
$123,000 for PNMWG projects and ac­
tivities, or about 18 percent of the 
$684,180 that has been secured through 
the work of the PNMWG. 

New record-keeping project underway

A new record-keeping project started 
earlier this year with the goal of help­
ing Midwestern niche pork farms suc­
ceed. The project will involve at least 
50 niche pork farms in the documenta­
tion of 2005 production performance. 
To start, over 70 farmers participated 
in a survey recording hog inventories 
as of January 1, 2005. Follow-up con­
tacts with the farmers are underway to 
review record-keeping systems and 
what information will need to be col­
lected. 

Records from 2005 will be analyzed 
and used during an outreach phase in 
the first three months of 2006. The pri­
mary information-sharing activity will 
involve holding meetings in locations 
where participating farmers live. Each 
farm’s cost of production information 

will remain confidential, with averag­
es of the study group used to bench­
mark individual cost structures. Dis­
cussions among participating farmers 
and project staff will help farmers learn 
cost-saving ideas. 

Funding includes $10,000 of W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation funds available 
through the Value Chain Partnerships 
for a Sustainable Agriculture (VCPSA) 
project and $20,000 from a special 
USDA grant awarded to the Iowa State 
University Hoop Group. 

For more information, contact: 
D a  v  e  S t  e  n  d  e  r  ,  I S U  S  w  i n e  

Field Specialist,  712-225-6196 or 
dstender@iastate .edu.  

Fred Iutzi, PFI/ISU Extension 
Program Specialist, 515-294-8512 
or iutzi@iastate.edu. 
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Eden Natural becomes farmer-owned LLC


Eden Natural is now a farmer-
owned Limited Liability Com­
pany (LLC). Based in State Cen­

ter, IA, the company’s 
niche is based main­
ly on Berkshire ge­
netics and the in­

spection of every carcass to assure high 
quality at the time of each sale. The com­
pany markets its Eden Natural Certi­
fied Berkshire brand of pork primarily 
to foodservices nationally. 

Kelly and Nina Biensen, who farm 
near State Center, founded the compa­
ny after the hog price crash of 1998. One 
of the Biensens’ goals was always to have 
Eden Natural’s farmers benefit from 
owning the company. Recognizing that 
the company was experiencing good 
growth and increasing potential for ad­
ditional success, the Biensens made a de­
cision in 2004 to change Eden Natural 
into a company owned by the farmers 
supplying it with hogs. 

After several months of work and 
the help of some advisors, their goal has 
been achieved. Fifteen farmers now own 
the company, which is governed by a 
board of five farmers, two of them 
women, who were elected at a March 
31 meeting of its members. 

Becoming a farmer-owned LLC is 
important for several reasons. First, it 
allows farmers to build wealth through 
ownership of the company. Second, the 
farmer-owners will know more about 
the business, which should help find 
creative solutions to help the company 
remain profitable. Third, it will encour­
age continued involvement over time, 
which in turn will help assure the com-
pany’s long-term success. 

The process of turning Eden Natural 
into a farmer-owned LLC involved sev­
eral steps. Those described here include 
developing an operating agreement, val­
uing initial ownership, developing real­
istic budgets and financial projections, 
and holding an initial membership meet­
ing where the changes were ratified. 
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Participants in the March 31 Eden Natural membership meeting 

Operating agreement 
This agreement covered topics such 

as governance, ownership, voting rights, 
management structure, producer re­
quirements, allocations of profits and 
losses and transferring ownership. It was 
crafted by a group of core farmers with 
help from Robert Luedemann, a Drake 
University Agricultural Law Center at­
torney, who was supported with W.K. 
Kellogg Foundation funds awarded 
through the Value Chain Partnership for 
a Sustainable Agriculture (VCPSA) 
project. 

Among other things, the agreement 
specified a unique organizational 
scheme based on the beliefs of founding 
members that the company should use 
an equitable and democratic business 
model. This scheme involves three hori­
zontally arranged units—a Producer’s 
Council, an Operations Unit and a Mar­
keting Unit—all of which are supervised 
by the Board of Directors. 

Determining initial ownership 
One of the more difficult steps in the 

process was determining who owned 
how much of the new LLC. Tom Rial, a 
consultant with Midwest AgriTrade, as­
sisted by developing a formula to value 
each farmer’s past contributions to the 
company’s development. The Biensens’ 
work over six years to build Eden Natu­

ral was included in the calculations. The 
result was a distribution of ownership 
that members agreed to at their March 
31 meeting. 

Developing budgets and financial 
projections 

Being able to assess the company’s fi­
nancial prospects before making deci­
sions was one reason for developing 
budgets and financial projections. Brad 
Oeltjenbruns, a consultant from Day­
ton, IA, developed these by combining 
past income and expense data with pro­
jections on sales, prices and percentages 
of meat sold as Eden Natural pork. 
While cautioning that projections are 
always subject to unforeseen circum­
stances, Oeltjenbruns noted that unlike 
many start-up companies, Eden Natu­
ral had a track record, which in turn 
meant the numbers were not based 
merely on speculation. 

Initial membership meeting 
An initial membership meeting was 

held on March 31, 2005. Just over 20 
farmers and advisors attended. Details 
of the operating agreement, budgets 
and financial projections, and the ini­
tial ownership allocations were de­
scribed and discussed. The farmers at­
tending who had contributed to build­
ing the company voted to elect a five­
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member Board of Directors. They also 
voted to approve all the documents, 
thereby ratifying the work done to cre­
ate Eden Natural LLC, a farmer-
owned company. 

The birth of this new company is im­
portant because it provides for owner­
ship in a niche pork brand by the farm­
ers involved. Ownership by farmers, in 
turn assures that these farmers can build 
wealth by owning the brand. As Kelly 
Biensen noted at the March 31 meeting, 
“This is your company—you own it.” 

“The old board of directors of Ran­
dy Hilleman, Lisa Seibrecht and Jack 
Gogerty put in endless hours to perfect 
a new organization,” Biensen added. 
“Their dedication to doing it right 
should be inspirational for others in­
terested in producer ownership.” 

Beinsen continued, “I am also im­
pressed that two women were elected 
to our new board. They are not tokens. 
Lisa and Dale Seibrecht’s herd is the nu-

New hog building 
pubs available 

The Midwest Plan Service, head­
quartered at Iowa State University, of­
fers a series of six publications about 
how to use low-cost hoops in a variety 
of production systems. The three for 
hogs are: 

Hoop Barns for Grow-Finish Swine, 
Revised Edition (AED-41) 24 pp. 

Hoop Barns for Gestating Swine, Re­
vised Edition (AED-44) 20 pp. 

Alternative Systems for Farrowing in 
Cold Weather, (AED-47) 12 pp. 

The cost for individual publications 
is $5 plus shipping and handling, al­
though Mark Honeyman of ISU is will­
ing to send interested niche farmers cop­
ies for free (515-294-4621 or 
honeyman@iastate.edu). Cost for the 
entire six-part series is $24. Order online 
at www.mwpshq.org, by email at 
mwps@iastate.edu or by telephone at 
800-562-3618. 
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Eden Natural developing PVP 
Eden Natural is developing a third-

party certification system to verify its 
claims using the USDA’s Process Verifi­
cation Program (PVP). Through the 
program, groups seeking PVP certifi­
cation first develop their own criteria 
and systems for verifying claims. USDA 
then reviews the criteria and verifica­
tion systems to determine whether they 
are acceptable. If approved, USDA’s 
Agricultural Marketing Service then 
audits the operation to verify compli­
ance with the claims. 

Reg Clause of the ISU Extension 
Value Added Ag Program and Verl 
Anders of the ISU Center for Indus­

trial Research and Service have 
helped develop Eden Natural’s PVP 
manual. The manual specifies seven 
performance criteria: 

1. Raised by family farmers. 
2. Market hogs are from Berk­

shire lineage. 
3. PQA (Pork Quality Assur­

ance) certified producers. 
4. No antibiotics in the last 60 

days of life. 
5. Fed no rendered animal prod­

ucts. 
6. Received no added hormones. 
7. Visual inspection at the pack­

ing plant. 

cleus for our replacement females, and Natural hogs that receive no antibiot-
Katie Crosby took care of the hogs ics ever.” 
while raising two very young children Eden Natural’s website is 
when her husband Nick served our www.betterpork.com. They can be 
country in Iraq. Katie and Nick are now reached at 641-483-2292 or 
blazing a new trail in producing Eden info@betterpork.com. • 
ISU project seeks mentors 
ISU Value Added Ag Extension is com- volved in similar enterprises. 
piling a list of farmer/mentors in- They are looking for good operators 
volved in raising niche pork who who are especially interested in the next 
would be willing to visit on the tele- generation of farmers. If interested, con-
phone or via email with beginning tact Margaret Smith at 515-294-0887 or 
farmers who are contemplating or in- mrgsmith@iastate.edu. 

The Pork Niche Market Working Group 
(PNMWG) works to address the chal­
lenges facing niche pork efforts. Its mis­
sion is to foster the success of highly 
differentiated pork value chains that are 
profitable to all participants, that incor­
porate farmer ownership and control, 
and that contribute to environmental 
stewardship and rural vitality. 

The PNMWG has had participation 
from a wide range of organizations and 
individuals and is a working group of 
the Value Chain Partnerships for a Sus­

tainable Agriculture (VCPSA) project 
funded in part by the W.K. Kellogg Foun­
dation at Iowa State University 
(www.valuechains.org). 

Website: www.pnmwg.org 

Mission & SupportersHHHHH

Contact us: 
PNMWG coordinator Gary Huber 
Practical Farmers of Iowa 
Box 349, Ames, IA 50010 
515-232-5661, ext. 103 
gary@practicalfarmers.org 

If youíd rather receive the PNMWG Update electronically, call 
515-232-5661, ex. 108 or email communications@practicalfarmers.org. Please 
specify format: PDF or plain text. 
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Niman meeting 99999 PNMWG Calendar 
scheduled 

A meeting for farmers 
interested in becoming 
part of the Niman Ranch 
Pork Company is sched­
uled for 7:30pm on June 
22 at the Pocahontas 
County Extension Of­
fice. For more informa­

tion, contact Philip Kramer, 641-998-
2683 or philipk@nimanranch.com. 

For sale 
FOR SALE: Used pasture farrowing 
huts: Port-a-huts, 4’6”x7’6”, $40 (new 
$171); EZ Hutch Molded Poly A-
frames, 69”x86”, $70 (new $269). Not 
used for several years. Dave Losure and 
Mary Schaeffer-Losure, 515-325-6349 
or 515-689-7257, near Blairsburg. 

�June 8--PORK Academy, Des 
Moines. Presented by National Pork 
Board. 25 speakers present on top­
ics such as Disease Elimination 
Techniques, Hoop Farrowing in the 
Winter and How Do I Raise Antibiot­
ic Free Pork? Registration is $125 
by May 27, then $150. For info call 
800-456-7675. Brochure available at 
w w w  . p o r k b o a r d . o r g / d o c s /  
PORKAcademy2005.pdf. 

�June 9--World Pork Expo, Des 
Moines, www.worldpork.org. 

� June 15--Quarterly PNMWG 
Meeting, 10am-2pm, Iowa Institute 
for Cooperatives, Ames. Contact 
Gary Huber, 515-232-5661 (x103) or 
gary@practicalfarmers.org. 

� July 18-22--Sausage & Pro­
cessed Meats Short Course, Iowa 
State University Meat Laboratory, 

www.ucs.iastate.edu/mnet/pro-
cessedmeats/home.html. 

�July 26--Niche Pork Herd Health 
Field Day, Dan and Lorna Wilson 
farm, Paullina, IA. Contact Rick Ex­
ner, 515-294- 5486 or 
dnexner@iastate.edu. 

�Aug. 8-9--Boar Semen Collec-
tion/Processing Workshop, Univer­
sity of Missouri Trowbridge Livestock 
Center, Columbia, MO. For owners 
of small herds. Learn how to use AI 
to benefit breeds and breeders. 
Hands-on training for semen collec­
tion, evaluation, processing, storage 
and transportation. Planners hope to 
attract owners of rare and endan­
gered breeds of swine. Contact Tim 
Safranski, 573-884-7994 or 
SafranskiT@Missouri.edu. 

Funding for the PNMWG Update is provided by the W.K. Kellogg Foundation 

Practical Farmers of Iowa 
Pork Niche Market Working Group 
PO Box 349, Ames, IA 50010 
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