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Chapter 10

Value-added Considerations, 
Alternative Farming Systems, and Labeling
By Jeannette Beranger, Research & Technical Program Manager, American Livestock 
Breeds Conservancy; Global Resource Action Center for the Environment (GRACE) 
Sustainable Table Program; Marjorie Bender, Research & Technical Program Director, 
American Livestock Breeds Conservancy

In order to be successful, today’s farmers must not only 
be well versed in farming practices but must be business-
savvy in order to stay competitive and profitable. Good 
business practice recognizes that consumer needs and 
desires change over time, creating opportunities and 
niche markets for producers to explore. It may be pos-
sible for farmers to enhance their profitability by incor-
porating new elements in their enterprise that add value. 
These may come in the form of adopting alternative 
farming practices on their farm, highlighting the quali-
ties of their products through enhanced marketing strat-
egies, and providing additional or unusual processing 
options that broaden product appeal to their customers. 

Before adopting and acting upon new ideas and con-
cepts, support these changes with a sound business 
plan. As always, small steps are often better than great 
leaps into new territory. 

Value-added Products and 
Processing
A vast majority of standard turkey production is fo-
cused on the whole bird Thanksgiving market, and to a 
lesser degree to the Christmas holiday market, but there 
are other product opportunities for producers to con-
sider. Keep in mind that some turkey carcasses may be 
returned from the processor to the producer with miss-
ing parts due to the poultry inspection process. These 
incomplete carcasses will not make good table birds 
but can be utilized to produce other items that may be 
lucrative for the producer. Standard turkey varieties 
have meat qualities similar to dark or red meats and 
lend themselves to producing products that are perhaps 
non-conventional to poultry. The following list is a few 
of those products for consideration:
•	Sausage (breakfast sausage, dinner sausage, kiel-

basa, bratwurst, etc.)

•	Turkey hot dogs

•	Turkey deli meats (ham, salami, pastrami, bologna)

•	Turkey bacon and Canadian bacon

•	Turkey steaks

•	Smoked turkey products

•	Turkey jerky

An increasing number of processors and butchers offer 
value added services so it may be to your advantage to 
investigate those working in your area. If the service 
is not provided directly through the processor, it may 
be possible to find a butcher in the area that could take 
minimally processed product and turn it into value-add-
ed items. To locate processors and butchers locally, see 
Chapter 9, Processing and Marketing Regulations..

Alternative Farming Practices 	
and Systems
Consumers have become increasingly concerned about 
knowing the exact source of their food and the meth-
ods used to raise it. Central to this change are questions 
about food safety, nutritional qualities, environmental 
and human effects, and the animal welfare of products 
produced within the industrial complex. As a result, 
the market for foods raised organically, and for animals 

Heritage turkey morning sausage links. Photo courtesy 
of Frank Reese.
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raised on pasture and without animal by-products in 
their diets has risen dramatically and is expected to 
continue to rise through the next decade. This trend 
has provided opportunities for farmers that incorporate 
alternative farming techniques in their operation. Many 
have taken advantage of this and have found success in a 
number of alternative and sustainable farming systems. 

Sustainable agricultural practices require that the farm-
ing methods use by the producer incorporate environ-
mental health, economic profitability, and social and 
economic equity. Products created through the use of a 
sustainable agricultural system are sought out by con-
sumers as a means to help them feel connected to and 
feel good about the products on their table. As demon-
strated through tasting comparisons and scientific study, 
sustainably raised products have improved taste and 
superior nutritional qualities when compared to conven-
tionally produced products.1,2 The motivated consumer 
is willing to pay higher prices for these items. The trap 
that farmers must be careful to avoid is overpricing 
the product. The price must be fair while reflective of 
the added work or expenditure required to produce the 
high-quality, sustainably produced product. 

Alternative farming practices offer farmers a number of 
choices that will move them toward more comprehen-
sive production shifts. These practices may move them 
to long-term economic and environmental sustainability 
while concurrently producing value-added products. 
Such practices may include: 
•	free ranging or pasturing animals 
•	obtaining certified production status
•	using feedstuffs without added chemicals, GMOs 

(genetically-modified organisms), hormones, or pro-
phylactic antibiotics 

•	promoting health through management practices 
thereby reducing the need for medical intervention

•	using integrated pest management to limit the use of 
environmentally toxic pesticides and herbicides 

These are all manageable steps that may not require 
significant investment but can add substantial value to 
the product.

As farmers continue to explore the many options 
available, they will find that there are several types of 
alternative farming systems that are growing in popu-
larity worldwide. The most well-known and familiar 
alternative farming system is the Organic system. In 

this system of agriculture, animals are only fed organic 
feedstuffs and must be allowed access to the outdoors; 
ruminants are required to have access to pasture. 
Organic production in North America alone has seen 
a 20% growth each year over the past 15 years and 
now incorporates 3.7 million acres of farmland.4 The 
industry is expected to maintain a growth rate of 9-16% 
through the year 2010.4 Farmers can learn more about 
the process of becoming certified by visiting the USDA 
website listed in the reference section of this chapter.

Some organic producers have chosen not to participate 
in the official USDA Organic Certification Program be-
cause they are of the opinion that big business has taken 
advantage of certification and diluted the effectiveness 
and meaning of the organic movement. These produc-
ers continue to farm organically and often implement 
more stringent farming practices than those that are 
required by the USDA Organic Certification Program. 
These farmers refer to their farming practices as Beyond 
Organic. There is no certification process for this sys-
tem and the consumer must rely solely on the reputation 
of the farmer. 

A much older ecological farming system that pre-dates 
the organic movement is Biodynamic. This method 
of farming, first developed in the early 1900s by the 
Austrian scientist and philosopher Rudolph Steiner, is 
an organic system that takes the additional step of treat-
ing the farm and its inhabitants as one living organism. 
A distinguishing feature of the biodynamic system is 
the use of homeopathic preparations to fertilize and 
strengthen the quality of the soil. These preparations are 
believed to improve the vitality of crops. To further en-

Free ranged turkeys raised on 100% vegetarian feed. 
Photo by Frank Reese.
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hance production, crops are planted according to a very 
specific calendar that aligns the plants with the rhythms 
and cycles of nature. The goal of the biodynamic farmer 
is to create a self-sufficient farming system that needs 
little to no outside inputs (e.g. fertilizers or feeds) in 
order to be successfully productive. There are presently 
3,000 biodynamic farms worldwide and numbers con-
tinue to grow. The Demeter Association certifies bio-
dynamic farms globally based on internationally recog-
nized standards used throughout the world (See contact 
information in the reference section of this chapter.) 

Value-added Labeling
As a result of increased demand for sustainably produced 
food, many producers have started using specialty 
labels in order to attract environmentally and socially-
conscious consumers. While some labels provide reli-
able information about how the food was produced, 
other labels are self-awarded by producers and may be 
virtually meaningless. Producers should be careful to 
choose labels that are accurate and understandable to 
consumers. Those that are administered by and pro-
moted by a reputable organization or agency are most 
effective and trusted by consumers.

The following text describing common labeling terms 
is adapted from Global Resource Action Center for the 
Environment’s (GRACE) Labeling Considerations for 
Marketing Value-Added Products.5 The definitions for 
many of these terms are not universally agreed upon, so 
the most popular explanations are provided. 

100% Vegetarian Diet – This term means that ani-
mals are not fed any animal by-products. This does not 
guarantee they were raised outdoors or on pasture, but 
it should indicate that they were raised on grasses, hay, 
silage, and other feed found on pasture or in a field. 
Grain, e.g. corn, is vegetarian and falls into this catego-
ry. Producers feeding their animals a 100% vegetarian 
diet must not feed non-vegetarian supplements or addi-
tives. Free-ranged omnivores like turkeys will consume 
bugs, small snakes, and rodents but because these items 
are not part of a prepared ration, the naturally foraged 
items do not violate the label. 

Antibiotic Free – The USDA has prohibited use of 
the term “Antibiotic Free,” but still allows meats and 
poultry to be labeled “No Antibiotics Administered” or 
“Raised Without Antibiotics.” 

Biodynamic – This is an organic system that takes 

the additional step of treating the farm and its inhabit-
ants as one living organism. There is an official certi-
fication process for these products conducted by the 
Demeter USA Association. It does not have government 
oversight.

Cage Free – This term only notes that birds are not 
raised in cages. This label does not tell the consumer if 
the birds were raised outdoors or indoors or on a pas-
ture or dry lot, nor does it give other information about 
living conditions or feed. 

Country of Origin Labeling (COOL) – If approved, 
this initiative would require beef, lamb, pork, fish, 
perishable agricultural commodities, and peanuts to be 
labeled with the country in which they were produced. 
In addition to providing consumers with valuable in-
formation about their food, Country of Origin Labeling 
would help to promote locally-produced meat and 
would enable meat to be more easily traced in the event 
of a recall or disease outbreak. 

Eco-Labeling – This is an umbrella term for labels 
that identify products that are produced in environmen-
tally or socially friendly ways. Fair Trade, Organic, 
Food Alliance Certified, Raised Without Antibiotics, 
etc. and others are all eco-labels. There exists a wide se-
lection of eco-labels with different criteria and varying 
degrees of legitimacy. While some labels indicate that 
food was produced according to strict guidelines en-
forced and verified by third-party food-certifying agen-
cies, other labels are self-awarded by food producers. 

Free Range – “Free Range” or “Free Roaming” 
means that the animal had some access to the outdoors 
each day. This doesn’t guarantee however, that the ani-
mal actually spent any time outside. As long as a door 
to the outdoors is left open for some period of time, the 
animal can be considered Free Range. Although USDA 
has defined this term for chicken raised for meat, no 
standards have been set for egg-laying chickens or for 
other animals. Eggs, poultry, or meat that was literally 
raised outdoors may be labeled “Pastured” or “Pasture-
raised” (see below).

Free Walkers – This term describes hens that are 
housed indoors, though they can move around and have 
unlimited access to food. Similar to “Cage Free”.

GMO Free or No GMOs – This term describes a 
product that was produced without the use of GMOs. 
For poultry and livestock, GMO-free would mean that 



How to Raise Heritage Turkeys on Pasture

90

feed and supplements, and forage did not contain ge-
netically modified organisms. Organic and Biodynamic 
labeled foods are also GMO-free by definition.

Grain Fed – This term describes animals raised on 
a diet of grain. The grain could be supplemented with 
animal by-products and other miscellaneous matter. 
Since mad cow disease has become a concern in the 
21st century, cows raised on a strictly vegetarian diet 
are preferred by many consumers. However, unless the 
label says “100 Percent Vegetarian Diet,” there is no 
guarantee that the animal’s feed was not supplemented 
with animal by-products or that it is organic. Grain-fed 
animals tend to be raised on large commercial farms. 

Grain Finished – This term describes cattle that are 
fed diets heavy in grain before slaughter. Some produc-
ers raise their animals on pasture but then feed them 
grain, especially corn, for several weeks before slaugh-
ter. Corn makes the meat fattier and infuses a flavor that 
many have come to associate with high quality beef. 

Grass Fed – This term implies that animals only eat 
grass and nothing else, although it does not necessarily 
mean the animals are grass finished. Although it should 
imply that animals were allowed to graze naturally 
while roaming the pasture, it is possible that animals 
were not able to roam but were simply given grasses, 
hay, and silage to eat. The reasons for confinement vary 
from weather or season to limited production acreage. 

Grass Fed/Grain Supplemented – This term im-
plies that animals are raised on pasture and eat grasses. 
At a certain point, grains are slowly introduced into the 
diet in a controlled amount, along with the grasses. By 

controlling the amount of grain, the animals do not de-
velop the digestive problems that solely grain-fed cattle 
can experience. The animals are not forced to eat the 
grain because forage continues to be provided.

Heritage – Heritage foods are derived from historic 
breeds of poultry, livestock, and crops. Animals are 
assumed to be purebred. Production standards are not 
established by law, but producers of heritage products 
most often use pasture-based systems. This method of 
production saves animals from extinction by engaging 
them in their historic use and preserves genetic diver-
sity. Them term heritage turkey has been approved for 
use on labels by the USDA, and has been defined by 
ALBC and established standard turkey breeders.

Hormone Free – USDA has prohibited use of the 
term “Hormone Free,” but meats can be labeled “No 
Hormones Administered.” It is against the law to feed 
hormones to poultry so this term does not apply to the 
labeling of turkey products.

IPM (Integrated Pest Management) – IPM is 
based on monitoring insect ecosystems to determine if 
and when pesticide applications are needed to save a 
crop. Natural pest control methods, such as habitat ma-
nipulation, biological control, and pest-resistant plants, 
are used to eliminate pest problems. Pesticides are used 
only if necessary and then carefully timed for the great-
est effectiveness in reducing the pest population.

Natural – USDA guidelines state that “Natural” meat 
and poultry products can only undergo minimal pro-
cessing and cannot contain artificial colors, artificial 
flavors, preservatives, or other artificial ingredients. 
Currently, no standards exist for this label except when 
used on meat and poultry products. “Natural” foods are 
not necessarily sustainable, organic, humanely raised, 
or free of hormones and antibiotics. 

No Antibiotics Administered – This means that no 
antibiotics were administered to the animal during its 
lifetime. If an animal becomes sick, it will be taken out 
of the herd and treated but it will not be sold with this 
label. 

No Hormones Administered or No Added 
Hormones – Animals were raised without added 
growth hormones. By law, hogs and poultry cannot be 
given any hormones so the use of this label on these 
meats is not allowed. 

Ground heritage turkey burger. Photo courtesy of 
Frank Reese.
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Organic – In order to be labeled “organic,” the prod-
uct, the manufacturer, and the farmer must all meet the 
USDA’s organic standards and must all be certified by 
a USDA-approved food-certifying agency. Only USDA 
certified-organic foods can use the word “organic” in 
the actual product name. However, organic ingredients 
can be listed on the packaging of products that are 
not entirely organic (for instance, “made with organic 
flour” on a cookie ingredient label.”) Furthermore, if a 
company is certified as an organic producer, it can use 
the word “organic” in its company name. This name 
can appear on all of its products – even those that aren’t 
certified organic. 

Pastured or Pasture Raised – This indicates the 
animal was raised on a pasture and that it ate grasses 
and food found in a pasture, as opposed to being fat-
tened on grain in a feedlot or barn. Pasturing livestock 
and poultry is a traditional farming technique that when 
done correctly allows animals to be raised in a humane, 
ecologically sustainable manner. This is basically the 
same as grass-fed, though the term pasture-raised indi-
cates more clearly that the animal was raised outdoors 
on pasture. 

Raised without the Routine Use of Antibiotics – 
This term means that antibiotics were not given to the 
animal to promote growth or to prevent disease, but 
may have been administered if the animal became ill. 

Self Certified – This term means that the farmer 
makes personal claims about his or her products such 
as “No hormones administered,” but there is no outside 
verification of the claims. Consumers must take the 
farmer at his or her word. Many reliable, legitimate 
sustainable farmers are self-certified. They will often 
provide opportunities for the public to visit their farms 
and write regular newsletters to develop a trusting rela-
tionship with their customers. 

Sustainable – A product can be considered sustain-
able if its production enables the resources from which 
it was made to continue to be available for future 
generations. A sustainable product can thus be created 
repeatedly without generating negative environmental 
effects, without causing waste products to accumulate 
as pollution, and without compromising the well-being 
of farmers, their employees, or communities. Many 
different agricultural techniques can be utilized to help 
make food production more sustainable. The drawback 
of the term “sustainable” is that the term lacks a clear-

cut, universally accepted, enforceable definition, thus is 
often interpreted in different ways. Sustainable farming 
is more of a philosophy, a life goal, or way of life than 
a label. 

Third Party Certified (or Verified) – This term 
means that food is inspected by a company operating 
independently of the producer or distributor. The third-
party certification company confirms the legitimacy of 
claims made by food producers and distributors, ensur-
ing that the food labels are meaningful. “Organic” and 
“Biodynamic Certified” are examples of third-party cer-
tification. Next to knowing the farmer or butcher, this is 
the most reliable way for buyers to trust the meat they 
buy. There are only a few third-party certified labels. 
To find out what they are, visit the Consumers Union 
Eco-labels website3 and click on “View by Label” in the 
“Search by Label” green box.

USDA Certified Organic – Thse products must 
meet federally established standards and be certified by 
an approved third-party certifier. In order to bear the 
USDA “Certified Organic” seal, a product must contain 
95 to 100 percent organic ingredients. Products that 
contain 100 percent organic ingredients can be labeled 
“100 percent organic.” Products that contain more than 
70 percent, but less than 94 percent organic ingredi-
ents can be labeled “Made with Organic Ingredients,” 
but cannot use the USDA “Certified Organic” seal. 
Violators of the organic standards can be fined as much 
as $10,000 for each offense. 

Labeling Claims Review 		
by the Processor
Except for organic, none of these terms are regulated or 
verified by the government. This means that technically 
a farmer can claim almost anything. Any claim made 
by the producer that is intended to be incorporated on 
the product label must be supported by a signed affida-
vit from the producer. The affidavit is then submitted 
(along with the request to add the “language” to the 
label) to the processing plant to review. Once reviewed, 
the request will be accepted or denied with explanation. 

In the box on the next page is a review process recom-
mended by USDA for the processor to use when re-
viewing proposed claims that producers wish to include 
on their product packaging.

Above all else, the label of a product should be truthful 
and accurate of the item contained within the package. 
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Check with your local processor and plant inspector to 
be sure that your label concepts are created legally, are 
accurate, and use acceptable terminology for labeling 
before making any investment to produce them. 

Consider whether you want to participate in one of the 
growing number of certification and labeling programs. 
These programs certify that the animals were raised 
and/or handled in a certain manner. 
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Animal Production Claims Review6 

USDA recommends processors follow this process-
when presented with a proposed label claim.  

1. Evaluate the claim (i.e., what are they claiming). 
Check the file; the label claim may have been ap-
proved for this producer before. 

2. Review the testimonial. The documentation must 
support the claims. 

3. Review the detailed protocol. Ensure that the 
protocol describes practices that support the ac-
curacy of the claims that are made. Feed formula-
tions must be included and reviewed to ensure that 
they do not include substances not permitted by the 
claim. Ask the producer to explain what each sub-
stance is if it is not clear to you. 

4. If the claims are approvable but the protocol or 
testimonial lacks sufficient information to support 
the claim, contact the producer directly (by phone 
to save time). Explain what is needed to make the 
protocol sufficient. Hold the label for a reasonable 
period of time while the producer provides the ad-
ditional necessary information. 

5. If the claims are not approvable, or the producer 
cannot provide the additional information to sup-
port the claim, return the label unapproved. 

6. Claims in secondary products (e.g., Hotdogs, 
“beef used raised without hormone implants or an-
tibiotics”) must be stated exactly as they are on the 
supplier’s primary label. 
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