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Q: How long have you been connected to the cattle industry? 
 
A: I grew up in San Antonio, Texas, in a family that was primarily in the oil 
business. Our main ranch was sold when I was a child, but my dad held on to a 
small piece of ground south of San Antonio that my brother took over. Ten years 
younger than him, I was his side kick, and I spent most of my youth working for 
him digging post holes, flood irrigating pasture and getting kicked working calves. 
I’ve been in the cattle industry professionally since 1996 when my wife and I 
moved from Texas to Brazil to manage a ranch in Mato Grosso with roughly 5,000 
head of cattle. 
 
Q: What does sustainability mean to you? 
 
A . It is easier to define what sustainability does not mean. Sustainability is not 
about hormones, antibiotics, labor laws, energy consumption, etc. These issues 
are dealt with through other means even though they are used as chaff to divert 
focus from the real issue. Sustainability boils down to how are we going to feed a 
growing population on limited resources without destroying the remaining wild 
areas of our planet. That translates into, “who is going to pay for those future 
opportunity costs?” If we do not figure that out, then we will lose the world’s last 
tracts of wilderness, such as the Amazon. Forcing landowners to abide by top 
down “sustainable” certification systems may be the answer for companies that 
need a piece of paper to move product and for environmental groups that need 
marketing contracts, but these “solutions” certainly don’t come close to meeting 
the real needs of farmers and ranchers tasked with the heavy burden of private 
lands conservation. We have to find a way to strike a balance between production 
and private lands conservation by creating a value-add for the producer. 
 
Q: How does landowner-based conservation play a role in the sustainable beef 
industry? 
 
A: The lion’s share of the work (and costs) will be done at the ranch level. The 
disconcerting thing is that the sustainability story is being told to the consumer by 
retail, not the producer. The story is just that, a “story,” drawn up in marketing 
departments with sustainability-titled employees who work on limited budgets 



that allow them to tell the story well but not affect change on the ground. If the 
rhetoric were true, then this issue would be discussed in the commercial 
departments, as that is where price discovery is made. Meetings after meetings 
year after year divert attention from a simple mathematical fact found in a 
ranch’s annual profit & loss statement, “a rancher in the red cannot take care of 
the green.” Right now, landowners cannot cost out their conservation costs, much 
less include those “ecosystem services” on their balance sheets as an asset. 
Basically, private lands conservation has no economic value other than taking 
that land out of production through conservation easements, which is dodging 
the problem again. What we need is an F-1 hybrid that incentivizes both 
production and conservation. Anything that bypasses this is a bluff. 
 
Q: What are some of the best practices your company implements to ensure 
sustainability? 
 
A: Twenty years ago we realized that the rancher was part of the solution in 
saving the Amazon, not the cause of the problem like the environmental 
movement was declaring so smugly. In a region where maintaining native forest 
on your property was a liability and where, subsequently, millions of acres were 
getting torn down as a result, we acted. We tapped into the frontier spirit and 
pent up anger and transformed that into a private lands conservation movement 
that has operationalized sustainability. What started with our own ranch, 
Fazenda Esperança, turned in to over 900 private properties today spread across 
13 Brazilian states that chose proactivity and transparency as their modus 
operandi to effectively access the market and deliver results to the consumer. 
These farmers, ranchers, Indians and homesteaders voluntarily joined our ranks 
and let Aliança’s field teams enter each of their properties to collect data, not a 
small feat in a world of extortion and betrayal and a huge responsibility to 
shoulder. This data was transformed into a practical natural resource 
management plan that relies on simple criteria to forge continual improvement 
on the ground, not in the boardroom. In the end, this work has consolidated into a 
transparent sourcing tool called the Producing Right Platform, which guarantees 
continual improvement while offering important due diligence measures that the 
supply chain needs. This work is executed by our non-profit, Aliança da Terra. 
However, the tough fight of capturing premiums to cover our costs has been 
tasked to a commercial enterprise, Aliança Comercial. The cold hard fact is that 
the inherent costs of social and environmental externalities are ignored by 
processors, traders, and retail commercial departments. If you want to get 
laughed off the stage, just ask any of their purchasing agents to help cover the 
conservation costs. As a group we tired of the laughing and the false prophet 



“projects” thrown our way by the insincere, so we became mission-focused with 
one target in mind, deliver what the consumer wants and communicate to them 
our story. Ultimately, people want to know where their food and fiber comes from 
and how it was produced, so that is where we are focusing. No bluffing or fancy 
labels, just transparent facts.  
 
By treating the landowner with respect and listening to his and her needs, we 
forged conservation results that gave us the moral authority. Considering that we 
deployed our plan in one of the most hostile places on earth, the agricultural 
frontier of Mato Grosso, we know that this system will work anywhere in the 
world. The results are eye opening. Collectively, we can show a massive reduction 
in deforestation on member-properties, a 60% decrease in fire probability on our 
properties (fire in tropical forest is detrimental, contrary to temperate forests), 
99% adoption of conservation tillage, major investments in better working 
conditions, 5 million acres of native vegetation on flat land being protected, 
300,000 acres of riparian zone being reforested, and unprecedented adoption of 
technology applied on the 7 million acres of productive land in our system. The 
human spirit is a powerful thing if you let it flourish.  
 
Q: Why should sustainability be focused on at a global level (rather than local)? 
 
A: It is pretty simple. Sourcing is global. Land is finite. People the world over 
respond to price. There has to be an equal playing field otherwise nothing will 
change. That’s part of the challenge of GRSB, to effectively set the bar with just 
compensation. Impossible? Maybe. The first test will be the Olympics. Keep an eye 
on them. 
 
Q: Why did you decide to become a member of GRSB? 
 
A: We represent ranchers and producers that have been under tremendous 
stresses. The Brazilian producer wants to be at the table and not on the plate. We 
are on board because we believe in the mission of sustainability and we want to 
ensure that those sustainability seals result in real change on the ground.  
 
Q: How are you involved with GRSB? 
 
A: Our participation is best described as proof of concept, field results.  
 
Q: What key benefits do you feel GRSB offers to members? 



 
A: GRSB offers a forum for all the players in the sustainability debate. From 
environmental groups, processors and input providers to retail, it is a place where 
you can go speak your mind. What GRSB is trying to do is come up with some way 
to determine what the rules of engagement are for sustainability and put criteria 
behind it that are feasible. However, there will come a time and place where talk 
transforms into “walk.” It is easy to write the rules and but don’t expect us to stay 
on for 8 seconds without the silver buckle.  
 
Q: What is the most important fact about sustainable beef that you want 
consumers to know? 
 
A: To understand where we need to go, we need to look backwards first. Ranching 
has evolved from frontier land speculation and collective mismanagement of free 
range to singular responsibility to make a living from the land while fighting to 
continually improve her. During this industry evolution, ranch margins have 
become slimmer, forcing the adoption of technology to produce more product on 
the same ground. The adoption of antibiotics, hormones, ionophores, ivermectins, 
etc., were not a luxury, they were a matter of survival. If society wants a change 
in that, then it will have to follow a cost equation to affect change. That process 
has been in effect for a while now through the organic movement. The problem is 
the only costs being considered are input costs, not conservation costs. If we do 
not find a way to help monetize conservation into the production equation then 
we will lose the remaining wild places to the slow economic battle of attrition. 
 
Ranchers understand this issue well. I don’t care if you are a rancher in Nevada or 
a fazendeiro in northern Mato Grosso, we want to do the right thing. This passion 
knows no international boundaries. We serve as much better land managers than 
government or environmental groups ever will. But, we need to have a dog in the 
hunt when it comes to efficiently telling our story to the folks who should be our 
allies, the consumer. If urban society knew our hearts, then I know they would 
rally to our flag and then we could work together to forge a sustainable future. 


