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The Washington Beef Commis-
sion’s new marketing plan has two 
audiences in mind: young adults 
in Seattle and Tacoma, and the 
rural ranchers who fund the urban 
promotions.

Puget Sound millennial parents, 
ages 25 to 34, spend a lot of time 
online and could be persuaded by 
social media “consumer influenc-
ers” to eat more beef, according to the 
plan.

“I think we’ve really found a rel-
evant sweet spot,” the commission’s 
executive director, Patti Brumbach, 
said.

The plan also calls for inform-
ing ranchers about the campaign they 
pay for but don’t see. The commis-
sion hopes to increase producer sup-
port for the mandatory beef check-
off. The commission apparently has 
not won over the Cattle Producers of 
Washington.

“They want us to pay for market-
ing, and we’re not benefiting,” Cat-
tle Producers President Scott Nielsen 
said.

The Beef Commission receives a 
$1.50-per-head tax on cattle sold in 
Washington. The seller pays the tax. 
The state commission keeps $1 and 
sends 50 cents to the national Cat-
tlemen’s Beef Board. The state com-
mission has an annual budget that has 
remained steady at about $1.1 million 
for several years.

The state commission says 
it doesn’t have the money for a 
high-profile media campaign. Instead, 
the commission uses social media and 
niche events to tout beef.

Last year, the commission intro-
duced to tech-savvy Amazon workers 
“Chuck,” the “only all-knowing beef 
expert powered by Google Artificial 
Intelligence.” Planned for this holiday 
season is the “Drool Log,” a video of 
slow-cooked beef rotating.

Research conducted by a consumer 
survey business, Toluna, informs the 
campaign. Surveys show Puget Sound 
millennials prize taste and protein, but 
they also want to “trust the people that 
raise beef.”

Through videos and in-person 
events, the commission seeks to intro-
duce urban residents who know little 

about cattle production to ranchers.
“When it comes to the Seattle con-

sumer, you need to focus on local pro-
ducers to be relevant,” Brumbach 
said.

The survey found millennial par-
ents average 53 hours a week online. 
Once sold on beef, they can “have sig-
nificant impact on others to do the 
same primarily through use of their 
smart phone,” according to the mar-
keting plan.

Two years ago, the Beef Commis-
sion sought to raise the assessment and 
double its budget. The commission 
received support from the Washington 
Cattlemen’s Association, Washington 
State Dairy Federation and Washing-
ton Cattle Feeders Association.

The Cattle Producers, however, 
were opposed. Their members argued 
that a beef-promotion campaign may 
help packers sell more meat, but it 
hasn’t translated into a better price for 
calves. With ranchers divided, state 
lawmakers declined to raise the man-
datory assessment.

Beef Commission board members 
represent cow-calf producers, dairy 
farmers, feeders, auction yards and 
meat packers. There is no direct link 
between the board and the skeptical 
Cattle Producers.

Nielsen said the group recom-

mended Stevens County rancher Jus-
tin Hedrick to be on the commission, 
but he wasn’t picked by Department of 
Agriculture Director Derek Sandison.

“We really wanted to have some-
body on it,” Nielsen said. “I think 
they’ve given up on us.”

Sandison interviewed Hedrick 
and a rancher recommended by the 
Washington Cattlemen’s Association. 
Sandison chose the association’s can-
didate, the second from the group to 
be appointed, because of a more flex-
ible attitude toward promoting beef, a 
department spokesman said.

Brumbach said the commission 
keeps ranchers up-to-date on its work 
by regularly sending emails. “We’re 
working really hard on it,” she said.

Nielsen said the emails aren’t the 
same as having someone on the board.

Brumbach said she doesn’t know 
of any talk about resurrecting a pro-
posal to raise the assessment.

R-CALF USA, a national cattle-
men’s group aligned with the Cat-
tle Producers, is suing to end the beef 
checkoff in 15 states. Washington is 
not among them.

R-CALF alleges the checkoff 
forces ranchers to fund private coun-
cils in the 15 states. In Washing-
ton, the Beef Commission is a state 
agency.
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OLYMPIA — Washing-
ton’s policy on killing dep-
redating wolves withstood a 
court challenge Nov. 1, as a 
judge ruled Fish and Wild-
life doesn’t have to put it up 
for formal scientific scrutiny.

Thurston County Supe-
rior Court Judge John 
Skinder acknowledged “pro-
foundly passionate” feelings 
about wolves, but said the 
law supports Fish and Wild-
life’s position that the pol-
icy is exempt from the State 
Environmental Policy Act.

“I think the state of Wash-
ington’s legal analysis is cor-
rect in this matter,” he said.

The ruling handicaps but 
does not end a lawsuit by the 
Center for Biological Diver-
sity and Cascadia Wildlands.

Fish and Wildlife asked 
Skinder to dismiss claims 
based on SEPA, a law that 
details the process for 
reviewing agency actions 
that have a significant affect 
on the environment.

The hearing and ruling 
did not touch on whether 
the department’s policy vio-
lates the Administrative 
Procedure Act, a law meant 
to give the public a chance 
to comment on government 
actions.

“We would never have 
brought the APA claim 
if we didn’t think it was 
strong, and we still think 
it’s strong,” said Sophia 
Ressler, an attorney for 
the Center for Biological 
Diversity.

The groups are suing to 
suspend Fish and Wildlife’s 
option cull a wolfpack after 
it attacks three head of live-
stock in 30 days or four 
head in 10 months.

Ranchers are required to 
have tried non-lethal mea-
sures to deter attacks. The 
department says the cull-
ings will not prevent wolves 
from become re-established 
in Washington.

Washington judges have 
been asked a handful of 
times to intervene to stop 
the imminent shooting of 
wolves. The hearing was 
the first on whether Fish 
and Wildlife should have 
put its lethal-removal pol-
icy through a SEPA review, 
which can take two years or 
more.

Skinder cited a 1992 state 

S u p r e m e 
Court deci-
sion that 
held some 
state agency 
actions are 
e x e m p t 
from SEPA 
even if they 
could have a 

significant impact.
Fish and Wildlife attor-

ney Amy Dona had argued 
the department has emer-
gency and law enforcement 
powers to kill wolves that 
are attacking livestock, just 
like any other animal dam-
aging property.

“The state recognizes 
there is a nuisance here, 
when a wolf is attacking 
livestock and causing dam-
age,” she said.

If the department has to 
do an environmental review 
before removing a wolf, 
where would the depart-
ment draw the line? she 
asked. “What about remov-
ing moles from the gover-
nor’s mansion lawn?” she 
asked.

Fish and Wildlife 
adopted its lethal-removal 
protocol in 2017. It was 
largely formed in meetings 
between the Fish and Wild-
life staff and the depart-
ment’s Wolf Advisory 
Group.

The department has used 
the protocol to guide deci-
sions, but it doesn’t obli-
gate Fish and Wildlife 
Director Kelly Susewind to 
order lethal control. Suse-
wind invoked the proto-
col against three packs this 
year.

The conservation 
groups’ attorney, Claire 
Loebs Davis, said Fish and 
Wildlife has avoided look-
ing at several important 
questions.

The questions include 
how shooting wolves 
affects recovery and the 
ecosystem, and whether 
culling packs promotes tol-
erance in rural areas or fos-
ters a contempt for wolves 
that leads to more poaching, 
she said.

“This case is about 
whether WDFW has thor-
oughly and responsibly 
reviewed the consequences 
of its wolf-killing pro-
gram,” Loebs Davis said.

A similar lawsuit is 
pending in King County 
Superior Court.

Washington Beef Commission 
eyes millennials and ranchers
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The Washington Beef Commission hopes to win-over millennials in 
Seattle and Tacoma. It hasn’t, however, won over one skeptical producer 
group.

Wolf advocates lose round 
in Washington court

Judge John 
Skinder
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