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Pastured Meat Producers are Facing Catastrophic Losses. These
Efforts Could Help Them Weather the Pandemic.
Community-based initiatives have sprung up to support independent livestock producers shift
to new markets.

BY LYNNE CURRY
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Every spring, Prodigal Farm in Rougement, North Carolina, hosts Baby Goat Festival
Days, which draws more than 1,000 people to the small, pasture-based dairy in
rural Durham County. The revenue from the annual event, along with sales of milk,
farmstead cheese, and goat meat at farmers’ markets and through restaurants and
wholesale accounts, keeps the family operation a�oat.

“Obviously, that’s not happening [now],” said farmer Kathryn Spann, reckoning with
the new reality of banned public events, restaurant and school closures, and work-
from-home orders due to COVID-19. “This is the season when our payroll is highest
because lots of babies are being born, and we’ve just taken a two-thirds to three-
quarters haircut in our revenue,” she said.

Recently, when 90 kids were born over an eight-day period, the farm’s volunteers
were all self-isolating at home, leaving Spann and her husband with a shortage of
labor. “You can’t just hit the pause button,” she said. “We’ve got all these babies to
care for, not to mention the adults.”

Across the country, small-scale livestock producers like Spann are facing
catastrophic losses. “Our world has been upended,” reported Indiana farmer Greg
Gunthorp to Civil Eats after Chicago chef Rick Bayless closed Frontera Grill, his
biggest customer. “It’s like we were hit by a train.”

For Oregon-based regenerative rancher Cory
Carman, restaurant accounts—from New
York City’s fast-casual Dig Inn to Portland’s
white-tablecloth restaurants—make up half
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