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Raising the Steaks 


South Dakota has launched a new certification program to distinguish its beef--and bring more revenue to its ranchers. Our columnist tests newly-certified meat.
WEB-EXCLUSIVE COMMENTARY 

By Gersh Kuntzman 

Newsweek 

Updated: 5:12 p.m. ET June 13, 2005 

June 13 - Like many Americans, I enjoy a good steak. And like virtually every American, I have no idea how that steak made it from its mother's belly to mine. On some level, of course, I realize that the cow I 'm eating may have traveled a rough road through some giant Midwestern feedlot where it was force-fed an unnatural diet of corn and antibiotics before being slaughtered, "Fast Food Nation"-style, by underpaid workers in brutal conditions. Good thing we don't dwell too much on that kind of stuff, right? It might actually ruin the taste of our favorite rib-eye.
But fortunately for all of us red-blooded red-blood eaters, the governor of South Dakota (not to be confused with North Dakota) has created a new program designed to do for his state's beef what the French did for their Champagne, what New Zealand did for its sheep and what the Brazilians did for their bikini waxing technique.
Under the new program, ranchers who want their steer branded as "South Dakota Certified Beef" must abide by a lengthy series of rules designed to ensure the supremacy of South Dakota beef. (Nebraska’s cattle producers also certify their beef, but the SD crowd says their own regulations are more stringent.) 
But the program is not so much about the quality of beef as the quantity of money that remains in South Dakota. Currently, tens of thousands of calves are born in South Dakota but sold to out-of-state producers, who feed them out-of-state corn and process them in out-of-state slaughterhouses. The result is that most of the money goes out of state and many of South Dakota's farmers and ranchers are going broke.
"Our beef is the best in the world. But we get the same price for it as anyone else," Gov. Mike Rounds told me the other day. "But if we certify it as `South Dakota Beef,' it would tell consumers that they are getting our beef raised on our famous shortgrass and our corn. And then we could get a little more for our ranchers." The Republican governor's program would, of course, force South Dakota ranchers to buy corn from South Dakota growers, further helping the state hold onto its tax base. In fact, Rounds said that if all the ranchers in South Dakota fed their cows South Dakota corn, the state could create 40,000 agriculture jobs. (As a Democrat, I love it when Republicans advocate governmental solutions to intractable social and economic problems--not that I'd gloat!)
All this talk of economic development was, of course, getting me hungry, so I called John Haverhals, a beef producer near Hudson, South Dakota, who is already adhering to the certification rules. I had asked Haverhals to send me four New York strip steaks (my favorite cut), and he wrote out an order for rib-eyes. I corrected him--twice!--but rib-eyes still showed up at my door. (Clearly, the flaws in this certification program need to be worked out.)
I called up some of America's greatest meat-eaters to partake of the feast--and even bought an additional, non-South Dakota rib-eye as a control meal. The general consensus was that the South Dakota steaks were some of the best we'd ever eaten. Even subtracting for marketing hype and the glow I still felt at having spoken to an actual governor, I had to admit that the South Dakota beef was meatier, like a grass-fed steak, but also nice and fatty. The "control group" rib-eye was bland by comparison.
Now, it was Rounds's turn to gloat. "We want to give consumers the finest dining experience of their lives," he said. "And after the eating is over, we want them to be discussing our beef for the rest of the evening."
Sorry, Gov. Your steaks are first-rate, I'll grant you. But I've pretty much exhausted the topic of South Dakota beef for the rest of my life.
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