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The public and policymakers may have little 
understanding of nature or agriculture, but they  
have opinions. And they vote, regulate and affect  
your ability to operate. 

That’s why the National Cattlemen’s Beef 

Association (NCBA) created a way to highlight cattle 

raisers as effective caretakers of the land. Through 

the Environmental Stewardship Award, winners have 

earned positive media coverage, influenced policy and 

explained how properly managed cattle production is 

sustainable agriculture. 

The program is funded by Dow AgroSciences, USDA 

Natural Resources Conservation Service and the U.S. Fish 

and Wildlife Service.  

Six cattle operations are new regional winners of the 

annual award. NCBA will name a 27th national winner 

Jan. 31, 2018, at the Cattle Industry Convention in Phoenix. 

Here’s a look at this year’s winners.

BLUE LAKE FARM
Rusty and Jessie Thomson; Rus and Amy Thomson; Harriet 
Thomson Farish — Sharon, South Carolina

About 40 miles east of Spartanburg, South Carolina, 

Blue Lake Farm owned by the Thomson family supports 

200 cows, 550 acres of pasture, 25 acres in annual hay 

crops, five turkey houses and 1,725 acres of managed 

forest. The Thomsons also lease to three hunting clubs. 

The farm includes 4.3 miles of Broad River frontage 

with its related concerns over erosion and water quality. 

The family fenced stream buffers to prevent erosion, 

manage runoff and provide wildlife habitat. They built 

two hardened crossings to allow them to move cattle 

across the stream without disturbing the banks or 
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streambed. Cattle graze rotationally through 30 paddocks 

which helps maintain grass cover and has increased 

carrying capacity. The family maintains 20 food plots to 

enhance wildlife habitat.

SFI, INC. 
Lynn and Joy Smith; Seth and Etta Smith — Nemaha, Iowa 

The Smith family operates 1,900 acres of row crops, 510 

acres of pasture, a 210-cow herd, a 2,200-head feedlot 

and a 500-head hog-finishing barn. Even before the Des 

Moines Water Works filed a lawsuit targeting drainages in 

northwestern Iowa, the Smiths focused on water quality. 

Lynn started conservation tillage in 1977. In-season 

nitrogen applications, cover crops and use of composted 

feedlot manure have greatly reduced nitrate losses. 

Cover crops both reduce runoff and provide fall and 

spring grazing worth $40 to $60 per acre. The family put 

highly erodible land into permanent pasture. Surpassing 

regulations, they built a double containment system for 

fuel and feedlot manure. The system kept contaminants 

from streams even when a tornado opened a valve. 

STERLING CATTLE COMPANY
Jimmy and Theresa Sterling — Coahoma, Texas

In West Texas, the Sterling family operates the 11,550-

acre, family-owned headquarters ranch plus another 

200,000 acres of leased pasture. Brush encroachment 

on native rangelands is a serious problem in this region, 

reducing carrying capacity and degrading wildlife habitat. 

To restore both owned and leased rangeland, the 

Sterlings have sprayed or grubbed mesquite on nearly 

26,000 acres, sprayed pricklypear on 2,500 acres and 

reseeded 10,200 acres to native grasses. To improve 

grazing distribution, they built 20 miles of fence, drilled 

seven new wells, equipped 18 wells with solar pumps and 

installed nine miles of pipeline. Jimmy monitors range 

condition continuously to determine moves in rotational 

grazing. With these changes and genetic improvements, 

weaning weights have increased by 200 pounds, to as 

much as 740.

FLYING DIAMOND RANCH
Scott and Jean Johnson, Jen Johnson Livsey, Will Johnson, 
Myles Johnson, Charles Johnson — Kit Carson, Colorado

Headquarters for Flying Diamond Ranch is about 110 

miles east of Colorado Springs, Colorado. The Johnson 

family operates 50,000 acres in six counties of Colorado 

and in Kansas and Nebraska. About half the acreage is 

deeded and half leased. Their cow herd includes more 

than 1,000 cows plus 1,000 replacement heifers. 

The family has used a high-density/low-frequency 

grazing system since the early 1990s to maintain the 

grasslands and riparian areas for livestock and wildlife. 

They installed 20 miles of pipeline, seven wells, 23 stock 

tanks and 100 miles of fence. Their 91 pastures average 

280 acres each and are grazed less than seven days per 

year. Since adopting the rotational system, the ranch has 

been profitable every year.

JIM O’HACO CATTLE COMPANY
Jim O’Haco — Winslow, Arizona

About 40 miles southeast of Flagstaff, Arizona, Jim 

O’Haco’s Chevelon Butte Ranch comprises 26,000 acres 

his family owns plus 8,000 acres of state lease and 27,000 

acres of Forest Service lease. It’s all at an elevation of 

6,200 to 7,000 feet. Since the 1990s, O’Haco has worked 

with federal and state agencies to restore the rangelands. 

They drilled a 1,350-foot well that fills a 100,000-gallon 

tank and gravity-flows water through 45 miles of pipeline. 

O’Haco replaced steel troughs with recycled tire tanks 

that thaw quicker in winter. He cross-fenced a 30-section 

pasture for rotational grazing and controlled juniper 

on 15,000 acres. The changes have improved grazing 

distribution and range condition, and provided year-round 

water to wildlife as well as livestock. Pronghorn numbers 

have increased more than 70 percent. 

MUNSON ANGUS FARMS
Charles and Deanna Munson — Junction City, Kansas 

On the western edge of the Flint Hills, about 130 miles 

west of Kansas City, Munson Angus Farms comprise 5,000 

acres. About half is in rangeland and half in row crop. The 

primary enterprise is the 250-head purebred Angus herd. 

After calving, Munson cows rotationally graze native 

tallgrasses. The family finishes the calves on-farm and 

sells the beef through their own restaurant in Junction 

City, which also promotes their natural resource 

stewardship. They controlled invasive cedar on 420 acres 

to restore native grasses and instituted prescribed 

burning on a three-year cycle to maintain control. Charles 

led efforts to unite 11 neighbors to stabilize 2 miles of 

riverbank along the Smoky Hill River. The streambank 

project improved habitat for fish, including the 

endangered Topeka shiner, and has attracted wild turkeys 

for brooding and nesting.   


