Grass-fed dairy cows changing
the flavor of milk

By Mary Ladd, KQED-TV

School is almost back in session, and the consumption and
purchase of milk will rise predictably, according to Mike
Griffin, the California Pool Manager for Organic Valley.

The company 1is the country’s largest dairy cooperative
headquartered in Wisconsin and it recently marked its 25th
anniversary. Organic Valley has a substantial number of farmer
members in California and all the milk sold in California is
produced by cows that reside in-state.

Last year, Organic Valley launched an organic grassmilk
product line, which consists of milk from cows fed a 100
percent grass diet. This milk is produced in Humboldt County,
which has an exceptionally long grass season. When fresh grass
is not available, the cows are fed dry forages like hay.

Jim Regli, his wife, Susan, and their seven children are 1in
the Organic Valley cooperative, and their farm has been in the
family for several generations. The decision to try producing
grassmilk made sense when Regli analyzed it: “We already had
cows on pasture. The economics looked like we’d get a stable
pay price with grassmilk.”

Stability may be a draw even if this is the first wave of
grassmilk production.

Before joining Organic Valley, the Reglis were a part of the
Humboldt Creamery, which went bankrupt. Regli saw in grassmilk
“a perfect opportunity. I always wanted to do this and saw the
economics as a way to be more profitable. Our grain bill was
huge and grain prices continue to go up. Buying alfalfa
pellets for the grass is half or two-thirds the cost of what
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our grain bill was.”

Savvy grocery shoppers who are comfortable seeking out items
like grass-fed beef, biodynamic wine and similar smaller batch
items may want to keep a look out for this new product which
shows signs of being a new trend. Look for the picture of an
adorable and sweet looking brown Jersey cow in the dairy
section and you’ve found it: organic grassmilk, which gets its
name from the food source and has a suggested retail price of
$5.49 for a half gallon.

Not surprisingly, Whole Foods Markets nabbed first mover
status for grassmilk, with an assist from the Northern
California farmers in the Humboldt County of Ferndale that are
a part of Organic Valley. Eleanor Bertino, who organized a
media tour of Organic Valley, said “Most organic milk drinkers
want their milk from grass-fed cows but demand outpaces

supply.”

With beef, flavor and the animal’s health are among the
reasons a consumer is willing to pay more for a grass-fed
product. The theory there is that buying grass-fed beef gives
eaters a meal without antibiotics and added hormones, and many
find the meat flavor to be slightly sweeter and more nuanced
with grass. In a similar fashion, the theory is that Organic
Valley cows grazing on grass grown in quality soil will
produce higher quality grassmilk. Griffin said that even the
sweetness via the sugar levels of the grass can be measured
with a field tool called a refractometer, to make sure the
grass 1s appealing to the cows. These cows simply won’t eat or
touch the grass when the refractometer says the sugar levels
are too low in the grass.

Organic Valley Grassmilk is from Jersey cows, which are known
to produce milk that is higher in fat — expect a natural
richness and subtle sweetness. The nutrients in grassmilk come
from the cow’s ability to process the grass and forage on the
dairy farm, which means there are naturally occurring



omega-3s, conjugated linoleic acid (CLA) and calcium in each
sip. Grassmilk is not raw milk. Organic Valley says the milk
is minimally pasteurized and non-homogenized — which is likely
for good reason: raw milk has it’s share of proponents but is
not even close to being mainstream (raw milk folks operate
clandestine operations in some states to receive and
distribute the product). Without pasteurization milk can
harbor bacteria along the lines of Campylobacter, Listeria,
and E. coli.

When I sampled the grassmilk it had an old-fashioned and even
wholesome feel brought on by a sweeter and richer taste than
my usual 1 percent cow’s milk or experiments with way-too-
watery rice milk. Grassmilk reminded me of sneaking tastes
while making butter in school when I was an East Bay
youngster. The small buttery bits (you could honestly call
some of them chunks) in grassmilk may at first be a surprise
since they float to the top and are clearly visible. Take time
to savor the bits, though, because they offer hints of sweet
butter and even clotted cream. Dipping scones, thick cookies
or other breakfast-y baked goods are a natural fit with
grassmilk but it also tastes good with cereal or the other
ways you routinely drink milk.



