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SK Hereford’s Premium Beef:  
The 

Environmental 
Standard

Quality beef and quality conversation yields  
results for a New York Hereford operation.

by Bruce Derksen

In today’s agricultural climate, many beef 
operations struggle to be both progressive 
and financially stable. Between the ongoing 
health challenges threatening to break the 

wills and bank accounts of public and private 
sector businesses and the sustainability questions 

and accusations tossed like land mines in the beef 
producer’s direction, it can be difficult to find a 
workable niche and make it successful.

SK Herefords of Medina, N.Y., appears to have 
located and optimized such a niche. The business 
partnership between fifth-generation farmers 
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Phil and Dawn Keppler, and lawyer Dave Schubel, 
brought SK Herefords to fruition in 1996. 

Recently presented the Environmental 
Stewardship Award at the New York Beef Producer’s 
Association winter conference, the operation’s 
owners have demonstrated an unwavering focus on 
doing things the right way. They manage woodlots, 
wetlands, practice rotational grazing, routinely set 
aside fields or delay harvest to allow the hatching of 
birds, pursue no-till farming, support a 5-acre patch 
of milkweed specifically for Monarch butterflies 
and fence off their portion of Oak Orchard Creek 
to prevent erosion.

Today the farm boasts a 300-head cow herd 
which is approximately one-third registered 
Hereford cattle and the remainder commercial 
Hereford crossed livestock. Around 1,100 acres 
of pasture and row crops support the herd and 
combine with a vertically integrated feedlot 
holding about 150 of their homegrown calves.

“Herefords fit in very well with our climate,” 
Phil Keppler says. “It’s pretty rugged around here 
weather-wise because we’re near the Great Lakes. 
We also have very shallow soil, so it works out well 
for raising cattle.”

While they follow the norm of most seedstock 
producers and sell registered yearling and 
two-year-old Hereford bulls and females plus 
commercial crossbred females and pairs, they have 
also entered the production of direct-marketed 
home-raised Hereford beef.

The move to direct marketing
Phil says the move to direct marketing their own 
cattle came about when their youngest daughter, 
Alana, arrived home from working on her college 
degree and announced, “Mom, Dad and Uncle 
Dave — I want to be a farmer!” There was not 
enough land in the area to expand the operation, 
so emergency discussions were had, and SK 
Premium Hereford Beef was born.

The United States Department of Agriculture 
inspected beef is butchered nearby and the 
partnership retails it at the local markets as well 
as the Rochester, East Aurora and South Buffalo 
farmer’s markets.

“The beef comes from all the cattle we raise. 
We do about 60 head a year through the markets,” 
says Dawn Keppler. “We cut up the entire animal 
and there is very little that is not used. We sell 
everything from filet to ground beef. It’s dry-aged 
on the rail for about two weeks in the butcher’s 

Pictured (l to r) are: Phil and Dawn Keppler, Boo (cowdog) and 
Dave Schubel.

Pictured (l to r) are: 
Alana, David and 
Zachary Welker.

Beef cuts from about 60 head of cattle are sold annually at local markets in 
the Medina, N.Y., area with the SK Premium Hereford Beef label.

Customers at farmer’s markets feel reassured knowing they are buying a 
product bred and born on the farm and raised on homegrown feed.

continued on page 50...
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coolers, then cut and wrapped into a clear vacuum 
packaging — sealed with the SK Premium 
Hereford Beef label.”

Dave Schubel declares taste is the key. 
“Herefords taste good. It’s an easy product to sell!”

Phil agrees and says their beef stands out. 
“Many people like our beef the best. It has such 
great flavor.”

Beyond taste, the partners strive to do things 
properly for the animals and the environment. 
Dave says they are strong proponents of 
sustainability and operate in a holistic fashion. 
The ‘naturally raised’ beef is Beef Quality 
Assurance (BQA) certified 
— a Beef Industry Council 
program they support. He 
assures customers they are 
buying a product bred and 
born right on their farm and 
raised on homegrown feed.

The classroom:  
Farmer’s markets
Dawn says they spend much 
of their time at the farmer’s 
markets educating the 
shoppers, as many consumers 
do not have a good grasp of 
the industry. “We tell them 
we don’t use antibiotic feed 
or hormonal implants. If an 
animal is sick, we treat them as 
we don’t believe in letting an 
animal suffer and die. People 
start the conversation asking 
about organic, but when you 
explain how you raise the 
animals and how happy they 

are, that’s really what they want to know — are 
your cattle happy?”

Phil adds most people want to support a 
family farm, but do not really know what that 
entails. Since farmers make up less than 2% of the 
population, most consumers have never interacted 
with them.

“People don’t know who the farmer is,” he 
points out. “There is a large disconnect, but they 
are reassured when they get to speak to one. We 
show up and our hands are stained and calloused. 
We look like farmers, but we believe in continuing 
education and we’re well versed.”

To help fill any potential marketing vacuum, 
Phil says their beef industry council has been a 
huge help in supplying information to hand out to 
customers which shares relatable websites offering 
helpful cooking instructions. He also credits the 
Beef Checkoff program and their cattlemen’s 
association for their support.

Looking ahead
The partnership sees a larger focus on the direct 
marketing portion of their operation in the 
future. “It has exceeded our projections and we’re 
very optimistic. We don’t want to be a traditional 
cow-calf operation. This is really becoming our 
focus,” Dave says.

Dawn agrees and says due to client loyalty, they 
will increase the number of designated animals 

plus continue to establish 
new outlets and expand their 
market share.

SK Herefords enters 
the future with a firmly 
established niche and market. 
They strive to match their 
environmental practices, 
overall philosophy and direct 
beef marketing. For them, it 
is one and the same. 

“We think our 
management practices are 
key,” Phil says. “We work 
hard to be harmonious 
with wildlife, sensitive 
to environmental issues 
plus raise a safe, healthy, 
wholesome food product 
right here on the farm  
that we eat as well as  
offer to others. That’s  
SK Herefords.”  

We work hard to be 
harmonious with wildlife, 
sensitive to environmental 
issues plus raise a safe, 
healthy, wholesome food 
product right here on the 
farm that we eat as well 
as offer to others. That’s 
SK Herefords.

— Phil Keppler
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