
The Certified Hereford Beef (CHB®) 
program faced many challenges but is 
ultimately a huge success for the breed. 

by Sara Gugelmeyer

Times were tough for everyone but especially for 
the Hereford breed.

“It was the early ’90s, and the market was 
tough,” says Craig Huffhines, former executive vice 
president of the American Hereford Association 
(AHA). Back then, though, he was just a fresh-faced 
college student looking for a master’s degree project. 

He would find it, along with his career, in the 
Hereford breed. And though it hit some bumps, the 
Hereford beef program would help the breed find 
success again, as well.  

“The AHA and the American Polled Hereford 
Association were separate, but both were going 
through very difficult times back then,” Huffhines 
explains. “The Angus breed was booming. Certified 
Angus Beef had gotten off the ground, so there 
was renewed popularity for Angus cattle, and the 
continental breeds were really going strong. All the 
Hereford cows in the country were getting crossed up 
(with another breed) and the bull market share was 
declining rapidly. Hereford was on a nearly 20-year 
decline and in a severe economic crunch.”

Game-changing idea
However, then executive vice president of AHA, Hop 
Dickenson, wasn’t giving up. 

“He and the AHA board decided they needed 
to determine what they could do from a selection 
standpoint, i.e. genetics, management, cattle feeding, 
carcass specifications, to come up with a product 
to compete and perhaps reduce the discounting of 
Hereford cattle going on,” Huffhines says. 

Gary Smith, Ph.D., of Colorado State University, 
was the world-renowned guru of beef palatability 
research, Huffhines says. “He came across some 
old data that suggested that even though Hereford 
cattle didn’t grade on the rail very well, and in fact, 
couldn’t at the time compete with Angus in quality 
grade, they had an inherent ability to produce a very 
tender product.”

Smith and Dickenson had an idea. Hereford cattle 
may not grade, but they still tasted really good. They 
were hoping that perhaps the quality grade system 
did not adequately predict the eating characteristics of 
Hereford beef.

Enter a young Craig Huffhines, hungry for a  
career-making research project. 
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“They decided to fund a project, that I would 
manage, and bring in cattle from all over the  
country,” Huffhines says. “We would look at 
economically relevant factors that impacted 
performance and profitability for Hereford cattle  
on feed, like time on feed, average daily gain, cost  
of gain, and slaughter endpoint and its impact on  
both quality and yield grade. Then we would cut  
rib samples out of these carcasses and sensory  
evaluate them, then compare that to the entire 
representative base of the U.S. Choice and Select 
graded beef population.”

From 1990 through 1992, Huffhines and his team 
pulled samples of beef from each quality grade and 
compared them to Hereford product. 

“We looked at Hereford at different time-on-feed 
levels, fat thickness and many more specs to find that 
sweet spot where Hereford product had enhanced 
acceptability ratings with consumers,” Huffhines says.

That accumulation of data became the genesis of 
the Certified Hereford Beef program.

Making it happen
Excited about this new endeavor, the AHA hired 
Huffhines as the feedlot carcass director. 

“(Hop) and the AHA Board asked me to develop 
this program,” Huffhines says. “I took the specs, 
went to Washington D.C., and sat down with the 
USDA (United States Department of Agriculture) Ag 
Market Service folks and we codified those live animal 
and carcass specs into a USDA Certified Specified 
Standard. We developed those standards to take back 
to the packing plant where the local graders would 
stamp and certify the carcasses that met the mark.”

Even though Dickenson, Huffhines and the AHA 
Board were now armed with a grand way to catapult 
the Hereford breed back into demand, the hardest 
part was yet to come.

“It was really frustrating in the early days,” 
Huffhines says. “We had all this cool data that 
suggested consumers would love our product. And 
there weren’t a whole lot of other 
brands at the time. We went 
out there trying to get packers 
interested, but they weren’t. They 
just wouldn’t bite.”

It seemed like all was for naught 
until Gordon Reisinger got involved. 
Reisinger, who was from Red Oak, 
Iowa, bought and traded cattle. He 
owned a company with a group of 
investors called Mid-Ag. They agreed 
to put up the funds for exclusive 
rights to CHB. 

“So we started custom killing 
cattle in 1995 in an old Excel 
packing plant in Sterling, Colo.,” 
Huffhines says. 

The brand was launched at about the same time 
with two customers: Furr’s Supermarkets, based in 
Albuquerque, N.M., and Veladi Ranch Steak House, 
San Antonio, Texas. 

The deal at Sterling didn’t last long, and Mid-
Ag took its CHB harvest to a Monfort plant in Des 
Moines, Iowa.

“Our first (day of slaughter) at the big Monfort 
plant was on a Saturday in Des Moines,” Huffhines 
reminisces. “We had 2,200 cattle in the pens, and nearly 
all were straight Hereford. It was a beautiful sight.”

Challenges keep coming
But that, too, didn’t last long. 

“One dramatic Friday afternoon a year into 
processing at Monfort, we got a call from the Monfort 
plant manager,” Huffhines says. “They told us they 
were closing the plant Monday. We had about 2,000 
head scheduled to come in that week. All of this was 
custom processing where we paid (Monfort) so much 
a head to process the cattle and we owned the meat. 
We were in trouble. The cattle were committed and 
already paid for.

“Reisinger was able to negotiate a 
processing deal with Nebraska Beef 
in Omaha, but it was a costly move,” 
Huffhines says.

That was just one of many, many 
challenges the Certified Hereford 
Beef team faced in the early years. 
Selling the product was another 
issue. 

In 1997 Mid-Ag, in efforts to stay 
solvent, went public. The company 
was now called Red Oak Farms, Inc., 
and had raised a lot of funds, much 
of it from Hereford breeders buying 
shares and hoping to keep the 
program alive. 

continued on page 60...
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Enter Bret Hultman, salesman for Red Oak Farms. 
“When I first got involved with Certified Hereford, 

they had Furr’s and Finast Supermarkets (based in 
Cleveland, Ohio,), but I think they were losing one or 
both. We basically didn’t have anything left.”

Desperate to get some beef sold, Hultman started 
making cold calls.

“I just locked myself in a room one day with the 
supermarket guide and started dialing. That’s what 
I did. For every six or seven no’s, there’d be one that 
would say, ‘I want to talk; I am interested.’

“I was targeting family-owned retailers in the 
Midwest. The biggest challenge of the program was 
it wasn’t a Choice program — it’s a blended program 
of Choice and Select. The one thing that worked was 
explaining to the customer the Hereford breed. And 
that it’s a pure breed in terms of ensuring eating 
quality for the consumer and you didn’t have to have 
all that marbling that Choice delivers. It would be in 
the product.

“It was tough at first, but then started getting 
good. We picked up these little accounts, one by one,” 
Hultman says.

Raised in the Hereford business, Nick Rausch was 
hired right out of college to help the sales team. 

“(Nick) pulled a grill around behind the pickup 
and grilled product all day long for retail stores to 
sell the product and promote it,” Hultman explains. 
“That’s how we gained a very loyal customer base.”

Rausch says, “In the beginning, there was a lot of 
instability. That meant not having a steady supply of 
product. Customers will forgive you for a lot of things 
but not for being shorted on product. There were 
certain circumstances in the very early days, due to 
instability early on in the program, when (the team) 
did everything they could to keep it together. And they 
persevered. They had a vision; and they didn’t give up.”

CHB was making progress. Sales were up, but Red 
Oak was still struggling.

“Unfortunately the business model and 
economics were so tight that Red Oak never could 

get it to a profitable level,” Huffhines explains. 
“They burned through a lot of money and they just 
couldn’t turn into the black. A lot of the investors 
were underwriting it trying to keep it afloat. We 
were shorting product to people, and having a hard 
time getting cattle paid for in a timely manner. So 
in 1999, we had a big Board meeting.”

By this time, Huffhines had been promoted to 
executive vice president after Dickenson retired in 1997. 

“We had to make a decision,” Huffhines says. “So 
we pulled the exclusivity from Red Oak and licensed 
Greater Omaha to sell Certified Hereford Beef.” 

Despite that decision, all agree that Gordon 
Reisinger of Red Oak Farms played an integral role in 
the success of CHB. 

“If it weren’t for Gordon and his tenacity we would 
have never got it to the size to earn the credibility that 
the packers needed to take it on,” Huffhines says. “It 
was an amazingly difficult challenge.” 

Hultman says, “Certified Hereford Beef, in my 
opinion, owes a tremendous amount of debt to 
Gordon Reisinger. Without him, there would be 
no Certified Hereford. He’s the one that went and 
found the money, and somehow kept getting the 
money there to buy the cattle when the program was 
struggling. Between his money and some investors’ 
money, that’s what kept it going and bought some time 
to get new customers and build the program.

“We finally had enough business with Red Oak 
Farms that (the CHB program) outgrew the company. 
We needed to move on to a bigger packer. That’s 
where Greater Omaha came in. But we had to take 
small baby steps and fight the battles to keep it going, 
so that a packer like Greater Omaha was willing,” 
Hultman says. 

In 2000 CHB LLC was formed as a subsidiary 
of AHA to manage the program. Rob Ames was 
promoted from an account manager to CHB LLC 
executive vice president. Ames would stay with the 
company for about ten years, seeing the program 
through ups and downs. 

“Rob made sure the budgets were always on 
target, customers were taken care of to the best of 
the program’s ability and stretched every dollar,” 
Rausch says. “Back in those days, there were very 
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few budgets that weren’t right on target. That’s a big 
deal, because customers will ask for everything they 
can possibly get from you. And keeping them happy, 
making them feel like they got a ‘win’ is important. 
Rob did a good job taking care of the brand 
through marketing and stewardship.”

Difference made
CHB LLC had some rough years ahead, but with a 
licensed packer, it was nothing like the first few, which 
Huffhines describes as very bumpy. 

“Those early days from 1995 to 2000 were 
incredibly challenging, long days,” Huffhines says. 
“We’d get up and process cattle at 4 in the morning, 
and be on an airplane that afternoon for a meeting 
with a potential client. We were doing food shows all 
over the world trying to introduce it. Nobody really 
knew who we were.”

Everyone’s hard work paid off. In 2015 CHB LLC 
identified nearly 400,000 head of cattle for the program. 

“We always had the goal of making a million head 
a year,” Huffhines says. “We didn’t get it that big, but 
I think it’s served its purpose, and I’m confident it 
will eventually get there.”

The program’s purpose was to turn around the 
feeder market for Hereford cattle. Although CHB 
can’t take all the credit, things are vastly different in 
the marketplace for Hereford genetics now. 

Huffhines says the CHB program changed the 
trajectory of the Hereford breed in three ways: 

“Number one — it refocused the membership 
on performance and the commercial value of their 
product — how well they fed, how well they hung on 
the rail, how well they performed. 

“Second, it allowed our organization to develop 
relationships with cattle buyers and cattle feeders. For 
so long, we were the stepchild of the marketplace. 
The program helped us develop these relationships 
with feeders, who then fed these cattle together and 
realized rather than mixing them with a bunch of 
crossbreds and continental European breeds, they’re 
better kept together, because they finish so much 
earlier. Feeders then realized feeding Herefords with 
all those other cattle is mismanaging them. When 
managed right, they’re really good. They just finish at 
an earlier endpoint. This stimulated a premium for 
the cattle, or at least eliminated the discounting. 

“And third, it allowed us to promote the name 
Hereford, whether it was in the food industry or trade 
publications. We were doing something. We were 
promoting a brand — the Hereford breed. Then we 
were no longer thought of as an old-fashioned has-
been of a breed that was getting ready to be invited 
into the Smithsonian. We were thought of as the 
innovative organization we were.

“It was taking control of our own destiny, that’s 
what I am most proud of,” Huffhines says. “As tough 
as it was, I am so proud we stayed the course.”  HW

CHB in 2015
During its first 20 years, the Certified Hereford Beef (CHB®) 
brand has marketed 641 million lb. of product, affecting the 
marketing of 3.4 million head of Hereford-influenced cattle. 
The program continues to expand its market share and to 
meet the needs of its customers. 

In fiscal year (FY) 2015, 51.2 million lb. of product was 
sold, which is a 2% increase compared to the previous year’s 
total. Since 2008 CHB LLC has increased beef sales by 46%. 

Foodservice continues to provide the most growth 
opportunity for CHB LLC as the program aims to keep 
current with consumer needs. The foodservice division 
experienced a 2 million lb. growth during FY 2015. Currently, 
more than 46 foodservice distribution centers and 350 retail 
supermarkets in 36 states offer the CHB brand. 

As the demand for CHB continues to grow, the supply of 
high-quality cattle must also continue to increase. CHB LLC 
staff, along with packing partners, are continually working 
to increase not only supply but also carcass utilization. 

CHB LLC staff are working to ensure a supply of high-
quality cattle and they continue to find ways to utilize as 
much of each carcass as possible. This past year a total of 
336,147 cattle were identified through CHB-licensed packing 
facilities as eligible from a live specification standpoint, 
while more than 235,650 carcasses were certified for  
the program — a certification rate of 70%.  HW
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