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                       March 16th, 2009 
Bill Reynolds, 
 
Please find herein the final research report on sustainable ranch tourism smart practices. 
 
The research in this report was performed for Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development and is a part of their eco-
agtourism project. The overarching goals of the project are to diversify ranch income generation through agtourism. 
Specifically, the project is about a sellable visitor experience on a ranch that uses agricultural practices that are en-
vironmentally sustainable while in a healthy rural landscape that preserves open space, biodiversity and ranching 
cultural lifestyle. 
 
The specific goals of this research are to recommend smart practices to a group of pre-selected ranchers in the 
southern Alberta region so that they can initiate a series of tours/events as a pilot project. The lessons learned from 
this research and from the pilot project will eventually serve as a model for ranchers across the province to use. 
 
I want to thank those who participated in this research for their cooperation and for sharing the invaluable informa-
tion. I sincerely appreciate everyone’s willingness to share their experiences and their wonderful stories. In particu-
lar I would like to thank Beverly Sparowk at Bar One Cattle Company, Gabe Miller at the Sierra Valley Resource 
Conservation District, Darcy Scott with Butters Ranching Ltd., Bob Dobson at Dobson Farm, Doris Goss at Goss 
Ranch, Cathy Henry at King Ranch, David McKown with La Copita Ranch, Bill Hellen with La Mota Ranch, Tom 
Milesnick at MZ Bar Cattle Co., Joel Salatin at Polyface Farms, Stan Meador at XBar Ranch, and Angela Stone 
with Yololand and Cattle Co. I would also like to thank Miles Phillips for his help with contacting ranchers for this 
study as well as for his advice along the way. 
 
I would also like to thank you, Bill Reynolds, for providing me with this opportunity. I sincerely enjoyed speaking 
with the ranchers and hearing their stories. In addition I want to thank Eva Bogdan for the work and support that 
she put into the project. 
 
If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact me via email at becky.lipton@mail.mcgill.ca or 
by phone at 780-271-1116. 
 
Becky Lipton 
Principal 
Becky Lipton Research & Consulting 
 
 
Aussi disponible en français.  
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Overview of the research 
 
 
 
This sustainable ranch tourism smart practices research is one component of the sustainable 
ranch tourism project, which in turn is part of the larger Eco-Ag Tourism project undertaken by 
Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development. The overarching goals of the project are to diver-
sify ranch income generation through agtourism. Specifically, the project is about a sellable visi-
tor experience on a ranch that uses agricultural practices that are environmentally sustainable 
while in a healthy rural landscape that preserves open space, biodiversity and ranching cultural 
lifestyle. 
 
The objective of this research is to provide Alberta ranchers with a series of recommendations 
on smart practices in operating ranch based events and tours. By having interviewed a diversity 
of ranchers about their ranch tourism operations from across North America, ranchers are able 
to gain knowledge from the experiences of others before they start out; they can have a taste test 
of the various types of ranch tourism operations before they even open their doors. 
 
The research methodology included preliminary internet research and contacting key resources 
in the ranching, ranch tourism and nature tourism community. We then employed a semi-
structured snowball sampling procedure. The criteria used to select the case studies included 
ensuring a proportionate representation of ranches offering ongoing tours, those offering single 
events as a part of a multiple location event and those offering single events at their location 
only. Within each of these categories we ensured that there was at least one example of a 
rancher working in partnership with community organizations and with other ranchers. We also 
selected ranches in order to ensure that both those direct marketing their animals as well as 
those selling on the commodity market were included, and that there were various levels of tour-
ism activities. Overall there are 12 in-depth case studies which inform the bulk of the smart 
practices recommendations. 
 
The ranches are organized below into light, medium and heavy levels of tourism activity. This 
ensures that the case studies offered a diversity of experiences and would provide insights into 
the various factors that come into play at the different scales of activities. The light category are 
those ranches who are involved in only a small number of activities per year, and who do not do 
continuous tours or events, but rather organize the tours only at a specific time of the year. The 
medium level of tourism are those who are set up for offering tours or events at multiple times 
of the year or at a fairly large scale once or twice during the season. Finally the heavy level of 
tourism group are those who are open year round, have a higher degree of infrastructure and/or 
have very large quantities of people moving through their operation weekly. 
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The Ranchers: An overview of the case study ranches 

 
 
The following table lists the various ranch operations that were involved in this research as case studies. The table 
offers a breakdown of the type of tourism activity offered on the ranch (tour operations, single location event, multi
-location event) and whether they offered the activity in partnership with a community organization or alone. The 
table also shows the location of each ranch and the level of tourism activity that they were involved in. 
 
 
 
Table 1: Overview of tourism activities on case study ranches 

 

 
 

NAME  

Tour  
Opera-
tions single location event multi location event 

level of tour-
ism Location 

  
Rancher 
Driven 

With Commu-
nity 
Organization 

Rancher 
Driven 

With Commu-
nity 
Organization 

Rancher 
Driven 

heavy, me-
dium, light   

Bar One  
Cattle Co.       X   light California 
Butters Ranch-
ing Ltd     x     light Airdrie, AB 

Dobson Farm x   x X   light Ottawa Valley 
MZ Bar Cattle 
co. x         medium Montana 

Goss Ranch   x x X   medium California 

La Mota Ranch x   x     medium Texas 

La Copita 
Ranch x   x     medium Texas 
Sierra Valley 
Resource 
Conservation 
District: 
Barns Birds and 
BBQ       X   medium California 
Yolo Land and 
Cattle 
Company x   x X   medium California 

King Ranch x   x     heavy Texas 

Polyface farm x         heavy Virginia 

X Bar Ranch x   x     heavy Texas 
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The Ranches 
 

Ranches involved in ‘light level’ tourism 
 

 
Bar One Cattle Co. 

 

 

 
Their ranching operation: 
Bar One Cattle Co. is run by the Sparrowk family and is 
in Loyalton California in the Sierra Valley. They run a 
cow-calf operation and also have horses and yearlings. 
They have had a conservation easement on their property 
since 2002 which is held by the California Rangeland 
Trust. The conservation easement has helped them con-
tinue ranching while enhancing wildlife through various 
conservation projects. They also have a roping arena and 
offer team roping events. 
 

 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
The Sparrowk’s have only participated in one tourism 
event thus far for two years in a row – the Birds, Barns 
and BBQ tour in the Sierra Valley (see description be-
low). When the tour arrived on their farm they showed 
them how they work the cattle, sort them and rope them 
to brand. They also explained to the tourists about their 
conservation easement. There was a charge for the event 
by the organizers of Barns, Birds & BBQ, and a dona-
tion was made to each of the ranches that participated. 
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Their ranching operation: 
Butters Ranching Ltd. is a 3000 acre 5th generation cow-
calf operation near Airdrie, Alberta. The Butters practice 
traditional style ranching such as branding and working 
with their neighbours and take pride in raising their kids 
in a ranching environment. They sell the largest portion 
of their steers on the commodity market, but also finish a 
small number of animals on the ranch and direct market 
to approximately 25-30 loyal customers who return each 
year. 
 
The Butters also focus on environmental sustainability 
on their ranch. They have won a national environmental 
stewardship award because of the work their family has 
done on regrowth in creekbeds. They also work with the 
local organization Cows and Fish in order to ensure that 
their ranching techniques are environmentally sound, 
and in particular, try to preserve the native grass species 
that they have left on their land. Each year they attempt 
to initiate a new land management practice. 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
The Butters put on ongoing tours for agricultural dele-
gates and in the past held one day customer appreciation 
events. Both delegate tours and the customer apprecia-
tion day have been offered free of charge. They continue 

to offer tours on an on-demand basis, which primarily 
are given to people within the agricultural sector such as 
the Alberta Beef Producers Association. However, since 
the focus of this research is on public tours as opposed to 
technical /industry tours, the lessons learned will be pri-
marily from the customer appreciation day event. 
 
The Butters offered the one day event to their farm direct 
customers, families and friends as a customer apprecia-
tion event. They hosted the event for four consecutive 
years but have not done so for the last 3 years. At each 
event they would have 40-50 of their beef customers 
come out for the day and the tour would focus on land 
management and livestock rearing practices. For exam-
ple, topics covered would include: the free range nature 
of a cow-calf operation; finishing their farm-direct mar-
keting animals on barley and pasture; managing cattle 
without the use of artificial growth hormones; creek area 
rehabilitation and integration of livestock; and tame ver-
sus native grasses. They eventually decided to stop offer-
ing this one day event and instead found other ways to 
appreciate their customers. Since the direct sales were 
only a small portion of their overall revenue stream they 
decided that the time put into organizing the events did 
not equal the return they were getting. 

Butters Ranching Ltd. 
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Dobson Farm 
www.dobsonfarm.com 

Their ranching operation: 
The Dobson Farm is on 250 acres outside of Ottawa 
(Ontario) and has 200 head of cattle. The farm has been 
in operation since 1830. The Dobsons raise hormone and 
antibiotic free grass-fed beef and direct market half of 
their beef at farmer’s markets, at retail stores and 
through their website. They used to run 400 cattle on 
their farm but have been able to decrease their numbers 
due to the increased return from selling direct. They pro-
mote sustainable, local, and ethical food production. 
 
The Dobson farm has an innovative livestock watering 
system including the use of solar power, and focus on 
planting trees that attract species of animals that help to 
create a healthy and thriving natural ecosystem. They 
have planted over 20,000 trees and shrubs on the farm.  
In 1995, Bob Dobson won the first Environmental Stew-
ardship Award from the Ontario Cattleman's Associa-
tion. This was in recognition of the outstanding projects 
on the farm designed to enhance and protect waterways, 
as well as create bird and wildlife habitat while provid-
ing shade and protection for both cattle and grassland. 
The farm serves as a demonstration site for local farmers 
to learn about the latest environmental innovations in 
raising cattle. 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
The Dobsons offer several types of tours on their farm. 
They offer tours to other farmers through organizations 
such as the Cattleman’s Association and to the local for-
estry technology students on agroforestry. They also 
have a birdwatching club that visits the farm because of 
the riparian habitat restoration work they have done. For 
several years they also participated in an event called the 

Rural Ramble where 400-500 people purchased tickets 
and were then able to visit 20 different rural locations 
over the course of a weekend, half of which were farms. 
They also offer one tour per year to their customers. For 
the purposes of this report we will be drawing from the 
last three – the birdwatcher group, the Rural Ramble 
event and the tour for their customers. 
 
They have been offering these tours for the past 4 years 
and for the most part, have been offered free of charge. 
The Dobson’s feel that they get a good immediate return 
for the time spent on the tours because of increased on-
farm sales. They are also putting in a long term invest-
ment towards increased sales in the future. The Dobsons 
find that their customers appreciate the educational op-
portunity and the connection that is made with where 
their food comes from. This past year they experimented 
with providing food (beef on a bun with baked beans) 
and charging $6 a head – for which they covered their 
costs and made a small amount of profit. They are also 
planning on adding an additional farm tour specifically 
for their farmers’ market customers. 
 
During their tours they discuss the 151 year history of 
the farm, and then give a tour of the property. They visit 
2-3 different herds, talk about the livestock and breeding 
program, stop at various significant ecological locations 
such as the shelter belts and solar pumps, and talk about 
the health benefits of eating grass-finished beef. With 
the bird watching group the Dobsons focus less on the 
cattle; however, they find that the customers appreciate 
their farming style and in turn purchase the farm prod-
ucts. 
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Ranches involved in ‘medium level’ tourism 
 

 
MZ Bar Ranch 

 
 

Their ranching operation: 
MZ Bar is a 5000 acre ranch in Montana that runs ap-
proximately 550 cows. Approximately 1400 acres are in 
small grains and pasture and the rest is rangeland. Tom 
is known internationally as a leading innovator in the 
field of riparian grazing and has done an enormous 
amount of work restoring the riparian areas on his ranch. 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
At MZ Bar ranch they have been giving tours to both 
farmers and non-agricultural people for the past 10-12 
years. The tourism began with a desire to diversify ranch 
income by allowing people to fish on the property. In 
order to do this, Tom, the rancher, had to restore his fish-
eries. From there he wanted to share with people about 
riparian grazing and how cows aren’t actually bad for a 

habitat. It began mostly as a volunteer activity focused 
on education. He now conducts tours for people from all 
over the world and is the “go-to-person” regarding ripar-
ian grazing and riparian management. 
 
They have started charging $250 per busload of people 
over the last two years. However, if they feel that the 
tour is strictly educational, such as for youth or for the 
ag- industry, they will offer the tours free of charge. 
Tom and his wife Mary Kay lead the tours once the  
people are on the ranch, but rely on other groups, such as 
tour operators or special interest associations to bring 
people to them. They also have the outside groups     
organize with local caterers when they want food      
provided.  
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Their ranching operation: 
Goss Ranch is located in the Sierra Valley in California. 
They raise commercial and registered beef cattle over 
2000 acres. In their cow-calf operation they have 250 
cows, as well as sheep and draft horses and grow their 
own hay and clover. Their grandkids also have show 
cattle which they finish on their farm. 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
Goss Ranch hosts several tours and events. School 
groups visit 1-2 days per year. There are children from a 
low income housing summer camp that come out to visit 
their ranch for a half day. The Ranch also hosts all kinds 
of events such as group retreats, family reunions, and 
weddings.  In addition some groups come back year after 
year to help out with work on the ranch. The Ranch has 
also participated in the Sierra Valley Barns Birds and 
BBQ event that was held several years in a row (see the 
Sierra Valley Resource Conservation District for more 
details). 
 
Goss Ranch has been offering tours on their ranch for 
almost 40 years – since they first brought out their own 
children’s class to learn about milking cows and making 
butter. Today they work with the local cattlewoman’s 
association, the Cowbelles, as well as with other local 
groups. Their main reason for doing the tours is to edu-
cate about agriculture, ranching lifestyle, and where 
meat comes from. 
 
The school and summer camp groups come for half a 
day and have a set tour of 15-20 minute activities that 

the groups follow. These tours are offered free of charge 
and are done for the educational benefits for the kids. 
The program includes several educational components 
such as branding on a block of wood as well as learning 
that glue and marshmallows come from cows.  They also 
learn about cattle management such as castration and 
vaccination. All these activities are lead by the Cow-
belles. The children also see a sheep dog demonstration 
and then go on a hay ride. The last two activities are the 
only ones provided by the Goss family themselves. 
 
For the group events on weekends they provide full 
course dinners and have a large yard area for people to 
use. They always take the group on a hay ride and then 
the groups enjoy the open space.  They charge $30 a 
head and half price for children under 12 years of age. 
The groups range in size from 15-30, although 15 is their 
minimum and 60 is the largest group size they have had. 
 
The people who make up the working visitors stay in 
their own motorhomes for a week or more at a time and 
have become like family. They do not charge this group 
as they gain labour in exchange for accommodating 
them. They will typically come over Christmas and now 
visit up to 5 times during the year. On top of benefits 
that the groups receive from enjoying time and work on 
the ranch, the Goss’ also benefit. They find the help this 
group provides invaluable and really enjoy their com-
pany. Typically they will come during periods of higher 
workloads such as branding, weaning, and giving the 
lambs their shots. 

Goss Ranch/ Pitchfork Cattle Co. 



 11 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
C. W. Hellen Ranches/ La Mota Ranch 

www.lamotaranch.com 

Their ranching operation: 
La Mota Ranch is located in Hebbronville, Texas and is 
7000 acres with 500-600 stalker calves 6 months out of 
the year. The ranch has been in operation since 1895 and 
is located in the Wild Horse Desert where herds of Texas 
Longhorns and wild mustangs were gathered to begin 
their long northern journeys and where ox teams hauling 
salt had their resting grounds. The ranch was previously 
overgrazed, but the Hellen family has restored the grass-
land using mechanical brush control and by re-seeding 
areas to grasses. On la Mota Ranch they practice rota-
tional grazing. The ranch has multiple unique features, 
such as savannas with unique native plants, a diverse 
geology, watering holes which have both historical sig-
nificance and which now provide a unique ecosystem for 
birds and other wildlife. There are over 200 species of 
birds including turkeys and quail. Additionally, the 
ranch is home to a variety of mammals such as ocelot, 
fox, bobcat, badger, mountain lion, whitetail deer, and 
feral hogs. 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
The Hellens and other ranchers in their community be-
lieve that it is very important to preserve the history, 
culture, and ecological integrity of their lands and in 
particular, work towards avoiding any fragmentation of 
the ranches and farms. They try to find a role for every-
one in the family through their agtourism activities. Each 
person can use their particular strengths (public speak-

ing, photography, working with cattle, organizing) and 
make some money while being on the ranch. 
La Mota Ranch has offered a series of tours and events 
in the past. The tours were primarily historical or heri-
tage tours and were offered as either guided motor coach 
day tours or smaller group driving and/or walking tours. 
They also offered the following events: nature retreats; 
business meetings and conferences; seminars and work-
shops; and the other activities since 2001. They worked 
with a tour company in the past that conducted the logis-
tical aspect of the tours/events, such as marketing, ticket 
sales, and transportation. The company would charge 
$59/person of which they would receive half. The food 
cost them approximately $5/person to provide.  This 
year the ranch has had to scale down their tourism activi-
ties because they do not have enough family on the farm 
to cover the activities and they are not able to hire an 
employee because the tours are not consistent and con-
tinuous. For the La Mota ranch, the tourism is an income 
generating activity but it is less profitable than sport 
hunting or the cattle grazing operation. 
 
The Hellens feel that the most important aspect of their 
tours and events is introducing the tourists to natural 
resource conservation. They provide the tours as much 
out of pride of heritage and of their grandfathers who 
ranched in the harsh country, as for the financial bene-
fits. 
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La Copita Ranch 

www.lacopitaranchtours.com 

Their ranching operation: 
La Copita is a 3,200 acre research and demonstration 
farm for A&M Texas University. Projects on the ranch 
range from rangeland ecology, brush and pasture man-
agement, and currently, nature tourism dynamics. The 
ranch is in Alice, Texas and has both goats and cattle, 
with the number varying year to year from 50 cows to 
150 steers and from 40 to 300 goats. La Copita has been 
under its current management system for 25 years and 
was previously part of a 10,000 acre pasture in the 
1930’s. The vast majority of the ranch is native vegeta-
tion and they have introduced 120 acres to grass pasture. 
Some of the unique features of La Copita ranch include a 
cactus garden and a pond that is surrounded by a grove 
of mature hackberry and other trees that provide roosting 
for turkeys and great horned owls. 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
La Copita has been offering for the last 5 years a range 
of tours from day tours to overnight stays in the bunker 
(capacity 16 people). They cater to 5 to 50 people at one 
time. Tourists can do self-guided tours or ½ day interac-
tive guided tours. They can walk through guided trails, 
go on a hay ride, learn about the history of the ranch, do 

birdwatching or wildflower identification, can hide be-
hind observation blinds and watch wildlife and enjoy 
meals cooked over coals or campfire. Fees range from 
$10/person for the self-guided tours up to $75/person for 
people who want accommodation. 
 
La Copita is experimenting with nature tourism so that 
they can help other ranchers know what to expect, how 
to advertise and how to teach about ranching. Another 
driving force behind why David, manager of La Copita 
Ranch, provides the tours is because people are not 
aware that meat comes from anywhere but the supermar-
ket. “We have to get the concrete walkers to kick some 
dirt”, says David. 

Barns Birds and BBQ (Sierra Valley 
Resource Conservation District) 

www.sierravalleybarns.com 

 
 
 
 
 

 
The Sierra Valley Resource Conservation District took 
on the role of coordinating the Barns Birds and BBQ 
event in 2006, the second year for the event. The over-
arching goal of the event was to “foster awareness about 
the connections between farming, ranching and the envi-
ronment in the Sierra Valley”. 
 
The SVRCD conducted the fundraising and overall coor-
dination but a large number of collaborative partners and 
volunteers were also involved. The two day event con-
sisted of a Farmers’ Market, nature walks and a picnic 

dinner on the Friday. The Saturday had an option of 2 
morning and 2 afternoon farm tours and an ongoing 
Marketplace.  
 
The tour hosts were Great Basin Botanicals, Plumas 
Audubon, Sierra Valley Lodge, Feather River Land 
Trust, Bar One Cattle Company, Sierra Valley Farms, 
Infinity Farms, Goss Ranch, Roberti Ranch, and Harvey 
Ranch (see details in this report on Goss Ranch and Bar 
One Cattle Company). 
 
The event has not occurred for the past two years be-
cause there is no organization that is willing to take it on. 
The event took a very large amount of time for fundrais-
ing and coordination and no individuals or groups felt 
they could commit the effort necessary to make it possi-
ble. 
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Ranches involved in ‘heavy level’ tourism 
 

 

 

 

Yolo Land and Cattle Co. 
www.yololandandcattle.com  

Their ranching operation: 
Yololand and Cattle Co. is situated in Yolo County, 
California and has been owned and operated by the 
Stone family for over 20 years. They run 500 cows on a 
grass-fed operation. The ranch has an incredible diver-
sity of wildlife such as bears, mountain lions, deer, coyo-
tes, bobcats, foxes, squirrels, raccoons, turkeys, quail, 
doves, hawks and eagles. The ranch also features over 
100 ponds and creeks, steep terrain and fields blanketed 
with wild flowers in the spring. 
 
The Stone family has put in considerable effort into im-
proving the ecosystem on their ranch. In particular, they 
have embarked on multiple projects to restore riparian 
watersheds and to optimize grazing patterns and increase 
wildlife populations while maintaining economic viabil-
ity. The Stone family has recently been named by the 
national Cattlemen’s Association the 2008 environ-
mental stewardship of the year award winner for having 
fenced off ponds, installed solar water pumps, provided 
wood duck boxes for habitat and prescribed  burning of 
invasive weeds. They are one of the closest working 
cattle ranches to San Fransciso and many Japanese farm-
ers visit. 
 

Their ranch tourism activities: 
They offer both tours and events at Yolo Land Ranch. 
Group tour rate is $300 and an additional $40/ person for 
the meal. Events typically cost $1000 or between $1000-
$2000 for weddings. The Ranch works with other local 
operations such as a winery and the museum and sell 
themselves as a package tour to tour groups. They dis-
cuss modern cattle practices, their various environmental 
projects and the benefits of eating grass-fed beef –the 
guests also have an opportunity to enjoy the grass fed 
beef at the catered BBQ at the Ranch. They also demon-
strate working with horses – “ranch cowboys at work” – 
and allow guests to climb into the saddle for photos, do 
roping demonstrations and allow guests to practice on 
roping dummies. They also sell a number of take-home 
items such as clothing, mugs, jerky, saddle bag stuffers, 
decorated gift buckets, honey and beef sticks. 
 
Yololand also offers a variety of one day events from 
corporate meetings to family reunions to rustic wed-
dings. They offer full service BBQ catering and horse 
buggy rentals. They also entertain during these events 
with cowpie tosses, bovine bingo, hay rides, ranch tours, 
cattle sorting demonstrations, horseshoes, roping demon-
strations and saddled horse rides for children. 
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Their ranching operation: 
King Ranch has been in op-
eration since 1853. It is lo-
cated in Kingsville, Texas and is 825,000 acres - 60,000 
of which is farmland used to raise cotton and sorghum. 
They have 65,000 cattle and are vertically integrated 
with 30,000 breeding cows in their cow-calf herd, 
30,000 stocker cattle in their feedlot, and own their own 
feedmill. King Ranch is also the 3rd largest pecan pro-
ducer and the largest citrus producer in the US. 
 
King Ranch has been involved in wildlife management 
since the early 1900s when brush shelters were first con-
structed for bobwhite quail. In 1947 conservationist 
Aldo Leopold called King Ranch “one of the best jobs of 
wildlife restoration on the continent”. It is home to an 
incredible diversity of bird, reptile and mammal species 
and has been designated an Internationally Important 
Bird Area. They have windmills, earthen tanks at wind-
mill sites, quail shelter management and encourage suc-
cessional plant species development. They also practice 
soil conservation and apply minimum impact grazing 
programs. They use sophisticated, computerized, large-

scale cattle grazing programs 
as an approach to environ-
mental sustainability and they 

also have the King Ranch Institute for Ranch Manage-
ment, which provides ranch management education.  
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
King Ranch has been offering tours with their nature 
program since 1995. They offer historical/agricultural 
tours as well as a variety of nature and birding tours. 
These tours take 1.5 hours and they charge $8 for adults 
and $4 for children. They also have a visitor centre, a 
museum, and an annual public Ranch Hand Breakfast 
where they have team roping, horseshoeing, rawhide 
braiding and old-time cow camp cooking demonstra-
tions. They can also do private special interest tours for 
individuals and provide a meal if requested. For a 4 hour 
tour it costs $65 each for the first two people and $40 
each for every person after that. For the full day tour 
with lunch it costs $130 for the first 2 people and $100 
for everyone after that.   

King Ranch 
www.king-ranch.com 

Their ranching          
operation: 
Polyface is an interna-
tionally renowned ranch 
due to the almost celeb-
rity status of its owner – 
Joel Salatin. Salatin has 
authored 6 books, four of 
which are how-to ap-
proaches on the topics of 
grass farming or grass 
based animal rearing and 
direct marketing. He is 
known worldwide as one 

of the founders of the grass-fed movement and the lead-
ing expert in the field. 
 
Polyface farm is “a family-owned, multi-generational, 
pasture-based, beyond organic, local-market farm and 
informational outreach in Virginia's Shenandoah Val-
ley”. The farm’s mission is “to develop emotionally, 
economically, environmentally enhancing agricultural 
enterprises and facilitate their duplication throughout the 
world”. They raise stewing hens, forage-based rabbits, 
pastured turkeys, pigaerator pork, pastured eggs, pas-

tured broilers, and salad bar beef (forage fed only). 
 
Their ranch tourism activities: 
There are hundreds of people that pass through Polyface 
Farm each week. The Salatin family believes in an open 
door policy and a transparent farming system. They al-
low people onto their property to observe the farmwork 
by offering several types of tours. The free self-guided 
tour allows people to roam anywhere on the farm from 
Monday to Saturday. However, if they want to purchase 
products, they must contact the farm in advance. The 
escorted tour is lead by the apprentice manager. Polyface 
has just started charging for the tours last year because 
they were taking up such a large quantity of their time. 
They have a price based on the proximity of where the 
participants live. From the nearby region, they pay $300. 
From Virginia they pay $500. From everywhere else 
they pay $700 and to be assured a tour by Joel or Daniel 
it costs $1000. 
 
During the escorted tours, people ride on a hay wagon 
and go around the farm. Farm management discussions 
include non-chemical and non-industrial approach, grass
-based agriculture, enterprise stacking as well as the dif-
ferent animals, their characteristics and their needs. 

Polyface Inc. (Joel Salatin) 
www.polyfacefarms.com 
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X Bar Ranch 
www.xbarranch.com 

Their ranching operation: 
XBar Ranch is located in Eldorado, Texas and has 100 
head of cattle, 1200 sheep and 200-300 goats. It is 7100 
acres and has been in operation since 1903. The land has 
passed through 5 generations and they currently have 3 
generations working the ranch. The ranch has diverse 
terrain, ample native flora and fauna, scenic vistas, star-
filled night skies (dark enough so that astronomers are 
common patrons), and nature trails that encompass 1,800 
acres. They have various conservation programs on the 
ranch. Stan, one of the owners, also does consulting and 
speaking engagements with other ranchers on the topic 
of ranch/nature tourism.  
 
 

Their ranch tourism activities: 
X Bar Ranch offers only a small number of tours, but 
instead have branched out into various other forms of 
tourism including overnight lodging facilities. They do 
day and overnight retreats, company and organizational 
parties and picnics, family reunions, weddings, and other 
parties and retreats. The activities that are offered on 
their ranch are trails, massage therapy, astronomy, swim-
ming, nature photography, wildlife observation, hunting, 
excursions, and package turkey and dove hunts. They 
provide a limited number of tours – 4-5 times a year – 
when requested by small groups. However most of their 
income comes from overnight lodgers or day retreat 
groups who are welcome to participate in the various 
activities at their leisure. 
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Smart Practices 

  
 
There are several operational focus areas that were 
examined in detail during the research. At the out-
set of this research project these were deemed by 
Bill Reynolds at Alberta Agriculture and Rural 
Development to be most important in terms of 
guiding ranchers in Alberta towards successful 
tourism operations and therefore formed the foun-
dation for the interview guide (see Appendix A). 
These focus areas were: programming, target mar-
keting, operational logistics, ticket sales/ registra-
tion, financial funding, tour guide leadership, tour 
training approaches, and a cost benefit analysis. 
Several of these categories have been flushed out 
in greater detail during the research process includ-
ing the addition of several categories within pro-
gramming, the creation of food and partnerships as 
their own category, and expanding financial fund-
ing to become cost considerations and income. 
Details for each of these categories are provided in 
the following section. 
 
 
 

Programming 
 
There were several main themes that came out in the interviews related to programming. Prominent topics include 
history and culture of the area and the ranch, environmental and conservation practices, ranch management and 
working ranch activities, and education about ranching in general. The following provides examples of content ar-
eas for each theme from the various case studies. 
  

· History and culture 
�  Native, colonial, ranching 

· Environmental/ conservation practices 
�  Conservation programs 
�  Free range cattle 
�  Health benefits of grass finished beef 
�  Environmental projects (shelter belts, solar water systems etc) 
�  Relationship between grazing and riparian management 

· Ranch management and working ranch activities 
�  Roping 
�  Branding 
�  Old time cook camp 
�  Fixing fences 

· Education about ranching 
�  Foster awareness of agriculture (challenges, humane techniques etc) 

· Other 
�  Wildlife and bird viewing 
�  Visiting livestock 

Bar One Cattle Co.  
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Programming - Greatest Attractions 
 
Based on the ranchers discussion of the program areas that tourists seemed to be most interested in and for which 
they asked the most questions about, there were several key interest areas. They fall under the categories of work-
ing ranch practices, family history, environmental and conservation efforts, the cowboy mystique, and other. 
 
· Working ranch practices 

�  Where their meat came from 
�  Free range and no hormones/ health 
�  Humane animal handling  
�  Animal management practices  
�  Roping/ Branding 

· Family history 
�  Multigenerational ownership 
�  Now versus then 
�  History of the area 

· Environment/ Conservation efforts 
�  Solar water pumping stations 
�  “City folks are more interested in 

environment than cattle stuff” 
�  Wildlife 

· The cowboy mystique 
�  Watching cowboys in action 

· Other 
�  Fishing and hunting 
�  Old barns and old style tools 

 
Programming - Changes Over Time 
 
There were several trends related to changes in content and delivery approaches on the various ranches. Many of 
the ranchers began by offering tours to other ranchers in their community in order to share their innovative prac-
tices. Frequently these would be arranged by local agricultural organizations such as the Cattleman’s Association. 
Eventually as the ranches became more well-known they also started offering tours to the public. Because of the 
initial focus on education rather than tourism, many of the 
ranchers did not charge for the tours at first, and only later 
started asking a fee for their services.  
 
Coinciding with this trend towards public tours, the content of the tours also began to shift towards a focus on the 
nature and environmental components and assets of the ranch. In general there was a feeling that non-ranch people 
tend to be more interested in the natural environment and environmental components of the ranch than about the 
agricultural activities. However, some ranchers felt that this was because the tourists have very little background 
and context from which to understand the agricultural components. One ranch offered a PowerPoint presentation at 
the beginning of the tour during which they introduced the key ranching concepts. This rancher felt that after hav-
ing incorporated this into the tour, the questions related to ranching techniques increased because the tourists had a 
base understanding which peaked their curiosity. 
 
As the number of family members living on the ranch and their interest in agri-tourism changed over time, so did 
the frequency with which many ranches offered tourism activities, as well as the complexity of those events.  Much 
of this was tied to children and/or nieces and nephews leaving or coming back to the ranch.  
 
Another key trend was the lack of need for advertising once ranches became more established. This was because 
word of mouth advertising became a far more effective tool. In addition, some ranchers moved away from offering 
horseback components due to increased liability. 

“ Mostly we just make sure they have fun!” 

The family at La Mota Ranch 
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Many ranchers also identified changes they had made to their programming that made it more interesting and en-
hanced the tourist experience on the ranch. These include: 
 

 
Target Marketing 
 
In general the ranches did very little target marketing and for the most part relied on other organizations and/or 
word of mouth to do their marketing for them. For those that did do marketing themselves they found that posters 
did not work well, unless the event was for those consumers who were buying the ranchers product. In those cases 
the posters would be placed at the farmers’ market or the retail stores where the customers purchased their product. 
Otherwise websites, attracting media, and marketing specifically to tour operators and to special interest groups (eg. 
birdwatching groups) worked well. One rancher found that marketing at other similar types of activities such as 
other ranch tours or festivals that would attract the same group was effective. 
 
Word of mouth, especially for more established locations was by far the most effective form of promotion. Some 
ranchers were also promoted through their local chamber of commerce, county office and local agricultural organi-
zations. 
 
In general mature adults were the group that frequented most of the tours. These were primarily adults who are 
nearing or in their retirement. The ranches in Texas said there were a lot of “winter Texans” many of whom were 
Canadians who winter down south. They were primarily also urban dwellers although some people from the local 
rural communities would also come to the events. There were also special interest groups such as garden clubs, 
home school and culinary groups, and farmers from abroad (eg Europe, Japan). 
 

· Activities for kids 
�  Interactive explanations to kids  

* Blade of grass and electric fence 
* docking lambs tails 

�  Adding more visuals (syringes, tail dock-
ing bands) 

�  Petting animals (not just for kids!) 
· Real experiences 

�  Cow camp meal and campfire coffee 
�  Incorporating tourists in the cooking of 

meals 
�  Horse team/ tractor and wagon 
�  Traditional foods 
�  Fisherman along the trail so people can try 

it out 
�  Watching food preparation 

· Demonstrations 
�  Horse training/ horse whisperer demon-

strations 
�  Using/ displaying tools and artifacts from 

the past 
* Eg. old wagon carts, old barns 

�  Roping demonstrations  
 

· Story telling  
�  past, buried treasures, Mexican bandits 

· Games 
�  Bird species bingo while on wagon ride 
�  Prizes 

· Other 
�  Viewing blinds 
�  Things to sell/ bring home 

A view from Butters Ranch 
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Operational Logistics 
 
Operational logistics varied across the case studies depending on the extent of their tourism activities and by the 
personal style of each rancher. The following is a summary of the smart practice recommendations that came from 
an overall analysis of all the case studies. However, the over-riding component to keep in mind is KEEP IT SIM-
PLE. The simpler the logistics are, the more likely the tour will be successful and the ranchers running the opera-
tion will not burn out. 
 
· Registration 

�  If people are registering directly with the rancher, it is prudent to have people register in advance.  
�  When working with other groups (such as a tour operator or a local special interest group that is help-

ing to organize the tour) have the other group do the registration and when possible pay in one lump 
sum. Not having to do this step reduces the amount of administration and off-farm work.  

�  Only take groups when you have time! 
· Length 

�  Varied from 1 hour to full day. Most say minimum 2 hours is needed. 
· Introductions 

�  Spend time at the beginning to introduce yourself and your farm. 
�  You may consider offering a powerpoint presentation at the beginning. This will allow you to provide 

information that those without a ranching background will need in order to properly understand the 
tour, as well as to show pictures of the areas of the ranch you are unable to visit.  

· Clothing/ Bad Weather 
�  Provide the groups with a list of what to wear/ bring (eg. no open toe shoes, rain gear) 
�  Provide a number to call in case of bad weather 
�  Have a plan B 

· Bathrooms 
�  Allowing people to use the washroom in your home means foot traffic into your personal space, and 

may cause backlogs and delays with larger groups.  
�  Alternatively have several porta-potties and include sufficient quantities for larger groups. 

· Transportation on farm 
�  For those arriving by tour bus, you may want to design a route that is navigable by the bus itself 
�  Many farms choose to use a tractor/ horse and wagon 
�  You may have to design/ purchase another on farm vehicle that can safely transport groups 

· Tours 
�  A guide can meet the group as they travel on the bus to the site in order to provide background infor-

mation. You will also want to have a guide provide information as the bus travels around your ranch, 
or from location to location.  

�  For larger groups you will want a PA system.  
· Comfort levels 

�  Pay attention to comfort levels. Many people are not used to 
adverse conditions. For example, if it is very hot, provide lots 
of shade and water. 

· # s 
�  10-20 maximum for walking/ demonstrations etc.  
�  Ranchers have suggested that tours of over 100 people become hard to manage without additional 

trained staff. Groups of over 10-20 should be toured around in tour buses only.  
· Liability 

�  Make sure your liability insurance covers all activities 
· General coordination 

�  Try to work with other groups to market, organize and collect payment.  
 

 

“People particularly liked having 
a family member lead the tours. It 
gave a more personal tone.” 
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Food 
 
In general providing food is popular and is likely to increase the number and satisfaction of tourists during the 
event or tour. It also allows the rancher to charge more for the activity as people have a tendency to pay more for 
food than for other activities such as a tour. However, providing food yourself can require significant infrastructure 
such as an approved kitchen and a fair amount of logistics. Following are several options put forward by the ranch-
ers for dealing with food. 

· Options for Providing Food 
�  Where family or staff support is available you may choose to obtain a health permit and cook for the 

groups yourself.  
�  Coordinate with local caterers/ community associations who have a health permit and can easily cook 

for larger groups 
�  For externally organized groups, have them coordinate directly with a caterer 
�  Offer a self-serve BBQ 

 
Other things to consider when providing food is that people are particularly interested in the experience compo-
nents. Experience food options can include: 
· Roast from animals from the ranch;  
· featured “ranch” recipes and cooking techniques;  
· traditional cow camp food;  
· coffee over a cow camp fire;  
· traditional food from the area (eg home cooked, beef on a bun, baked beans etc.);  
· allowing the tourists to participate in the actual experience of making the food.  
 
Elaborate meals tend to be popular, although it depends on the client being targeted and the type of activity being 
offered. Price ranges for food were between $6 and $40/person.  
 
Partnerships 
 
Not all ranches were engaged in partnerships, but for those who were able to do so the benefits were substantial. 
Following are several types of partnership options. 
 
Several ranches worked with outside tour companies and local 
organizations. This is particularly fruitful when they will also 
organize the logistics involved with marketing, promotion and 
registrations. This made it simpler for the rancher and allowed 
them to focus on the on-ranch components. In these situations 
the tour companies and organizations would take a portion of 
the overall registration fees and pay the ranchers in one lump 
sum. 

Another type of partnership was to bring in an outside organi-
zation to do part of the educational activities on the ranch. In 
one case, for example, Goss Ranch worked with the local 
Cowbelles (farm women’s organization). When they had chil-
dren’s groups on the ranch the women would lead most of the 
interactive educational components such as showing how 
injections are given, how tails of lambs are docked, and what 
parts of the cow become particular cuts of meat. The Goss ranch family focused on doing demonstrations and lead-
ing the ranch tour. 

“Feed them well and they 
will leave happy!” 

A film crew at X Bar Ranch 
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Finally ranches can also work together to promote their area or to organize a group tour. In general for multi loca-
tion and specific timeframe tours an outside body has also been involved in the coordination. This is because the 
amount of logistical coordination rises with the number of operations involved. However, rather than organizing a 
large scale weekend event, it would be easier to join together to offer multiple tour locations in a particular area. In 
this instance tourists would need to contact each ranch separately in order to set up a tour. By providing more tour-
ism options in a particular area, the likelihood is higher of attracting and keeping tourists. One rancher however 
suggested that when doing cross promotion and coordinating with other ranchers, be sure to ascertain that each 
ranch has a similar degree of quality, facilities and commitment; ensuring that each ranch is at a similar level will 
facilitate the partnerships in the long run. 

Tour Guide leadership, Training and Techniques 
 
Most ranch tours were entirely family led, with little training be-
sides their own experience in giving tours and the intricate 
knowledge they had of their ranch. For the most part they did not 
have a written program for the tour, but rather had an idea in their 
head about the main points they wanted to cover. Ranchers found 
that people particularly liked having a family member lead the 
tour as it gave it a more personal tone and they were able to tell 
the family ‘story’. 

Options for training or enhanced tour guide techniques included 
inviting other trained individuals such as interpretive guides to 
lead activities or inviting other ranchers experienced in agtourism  
to take part in the role of mentor. In general the ranchers felt that it 

was very important to be flexible and be able to change the tour or 
layout of the day according to the interests of each group. They also 
stated that personality is one of the most important traits that the tour 
guide can have, and that the person leading the tour/event needs to be 
a people person. 

Cost Considerations and Income 
 
Most of the ranchers we interviewed did not do full cost accounting for their tourism operations and are therefore 
unsure of how profitable their tourism venture actually is. Putting together a basic spreadsheet of your total costs is 
a critical part of making sure that your tourism operation makes ‘cents’. 
 
Without having all of the numbers for their operation, several estimated approximately $100 per day to put on a 
tour. The main costs were food, liability insurance and the ranchers’ time. Taking into consideration one’s own 
labour is very important and a component which many ranchers failed to take into account. Without doing so it is 
very hard to determine if the venture is actually making a profit. 
 
The amount of time it takes to put on an activity varies depending on the type and frequency. For an ongoing tour 
throughout the summer where the rancher is not preparing food it takes approximately 

· 2-3 days at the beginning of the season to do the planning and overall set-up. 

· 2-3 hours preparation before each tour. 
 
One rancher recommended that you do multiple tours in one day or over a series of 
consecutive days so that you can take advantage of the prep time already spent. 
 
 

Tom and MaryKay at MZBar Ranch 

“Personality is the most important trait 
that the tour guide can have. The person 
leading the tour/event needs to be a    
people person. “ 

Don’t forget to make 
sure that your tourism 
operation makes ‘cents’. 
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The investment in infrastructure is dependent entirely on the scale of activities intended. It can be as simple as hir-
ing several portable toilets for the summer or as complicated as having a visitor centre, office for staff, vehicles etc. 
A medium scale tourism operation which has a basic bunkhouse that can sleep 16 people, estimates that there was 
approximately $5000 in initial investment to get the place up and running. The rancher states that there is also ap-
proximately $2500 per year in total costs related to repairs, utilities, food and maintenance. This does not include 
costs related to purchasing vehicles necessary for the tours or the continued fuel costs. 
 
Once a complete accounting of the cost of the operation is in place, one can then turn to the income generation side. 
Fees for tourism activities ranged a fair amount from one operation to another. One thing to consider, however, is 
that tourism is only one component of the income generated from the ranches. It was considered as a diversification 
of activities and income sources, rather than as the sole or major source of income. The following shows several 
examples of amounts charged.  

 
Fees charged: 

Tour charge (no food):  
$15/person, $250-$300/ bus 
Polyface (with a celebrity): 2 hr tour = $300-$1000 

Tour charges (with food):  
$27/person.  
$250 - $300/bus + $40/person for full course meal 

Multi-location event:  
$20-$30 per ½ day event 

 
 

Overall Cost/Benefit 
 
Out of the 12 ranchers interviewed, 10 stated confidently 
that the benefits outweighed the costs of having a tour-
ism component to their ranch. One of the main benefits 
that most ranchers mentioned was education. They felt 
that their activities were worthwhile particularly because 
more people learned about the history, challenges, and 
environmental components of ranching. Most of them 
also thought that it was fun, and enjoyed the opportunity 
to meet and interact with the tourists. Several of them 
also felt that, given the other benefits, it was also an easy 
and fun way to make some additional money. 
 
However, there are several aspects that need to be taken 
into consideration in order to ensure a positive experi-
ence 

· Don’t take on too much. Burnout – or trying to tackle too much with too little people – must be avoided. 

· The tourism activities must complement the other ranch and family activities.  

· Tourism should work with the overall schedule of the ranch.  

· Schedule tourism activities for less busy times. 

· Tourism operations must make a profit. 

· Maintain records to keep track of costs. 
 
The tourism operation must be making a profit to make it worthwhile and to ensure its sustainability. In order to 
ensure a profit, the rancher must maintain records in order to keep track of costs. 

 

When life on the ranch is too busy, 
it is ok to say no! The tourism   
activities can wait. 

Dobson Farm 
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Key Lessons Learned 
 

In summary, there are a few key lessons learned from the case studies. 
 
 

Keep it simple! 
 

First and foremost, keep it simple, especially when getting started! Don’t take on too much at 
the beginning and make sure that it fits with your family and ranch. You must enjoy doing it, or 

it won’t be worth it. 
 
 

Work with others when you can. 
 

Joining partnerships will mean that you are more likely to attract more visitors to your area, and 
you will be able to piggyback on each other which will result in less work. However, there is 

also a danger that partnerships can result in more work, such as when coordinating multiple lo-
cation weekend events. Again, keep it simple until you have all the kinks worked out. 

 
 

Do it when you have the time. 
 

The tourism activity is meant to complement and supplement your overall income. Do not let it 
take more time than you are willing to give it, or that it is generating in income for you. Other-

wise it won’t be sustainable. 
 
 

Have a people person on board. 
 

One of the main reasons that people will come to your ranch will be to hear your story and inter-
act with you as a person. Furthermore one of the main reasons they will tell people about it and 
will come back themselves is because they liked you as a person. Make sure that whoever is on 
the front end interacting with the tourists is someone who likes people and enjoys working with 
them. This one thing alone will be one of the major influencing factors of how successful your 

tourism operation is. 
 
 

There is a role for everyone in your family. 
 

Finally, there is a place in agtourism for each of your family members and is a great way to find 
a niche for everyone on the ranch. Find out what everyone’s interests are, and design your tour-
ism activities around them. Whether it is an interest in cattle roping demonstrations, nature and 

ecology, photography, cooking, coordination, comedy, or behind the scenes administration, 
there is a role for everyone. 
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Some Parting Words of Wisdom 
 
In conclusion, we leave you with several words of wisdom from the ranchers themselves. At the 
end of each interview we asked the farmers what else they felt ranchers should know before they 
get into sustainable ranch tourism. Here is what they said. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Do something you 
have fun doing. 
It can’t be about 
just making 
money”. 

“Tourism is more 
difficult than 
working with 
animals because 
they talk back!”. 

“#1, have a unique or beautiful 
product. #2, be a people  
person”. 

“I am not a big advocate of people sinking money into infra-
structure. Ease into it. We built it as we needed it”. 

“All family can participate because some are good 
at talking, some at taking pictures, not all can 
work with cattle… All have a different role”.  

“People want to know your story, so you have to have a story to tell. 
You are selling yourself as much as your product”. 

The end of the day at La Copita Ranch 

 

“Figure out what you like to do. Then inventory your assets (eg 
resources, wildlife, conservation practices). Then see if it 
makes financial sense. Then make sure it fits with your family”. 
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Appendix A – The Interview Guide 
 
 

Sustainable Ranch Tourism Research Guide 
 

Overview of the research 
 
This research is for Alberta Agriculture and Rural Development and is a part of their ecoagtourism project. The 
overarching goals of the project are to diversify ranch income generation through agtourism. Specifically, the pro-
ject is about a sellable visitor experience on a ranch that uses agricultural practices that are environmentally sustain-
able while in a healthy rural landscape that preserves open space, biodiversity and ranching cultural lifestyle. 
 
The specific goals of this research are to recommend smart practices to a group of pre-selected ranchers in the 
southern Alberta region so that they can initiate a series of tours/events as a pilot project. The lessons learned from 
this research and from the pilot project will eventually serve as a model for ranchers across the province to use. 
 
Thank you very much for offering to be a part of this research by answering a few questions for me. Your experi-
ence is invaluable and will definitely benefit ranchers and rural communities. We really appreciate the opportunity 
to learn from all of the hard work you have put into your tours/events. 
 
The information gathered from this research will be made publicly available. If you like we can use a different 
name for your farm and generalize about the location so that it is not identifiable. 
Do I have your permission to proceed with the interview? 
Would you like us to use an fictional name so your farm is not identifiable? 

 
 

Interview Guide 
 

Date and time of interview: _________________________________ 
Contact number:__________________________________________ 
Interviewee’s name:_______________________________________ 
Interviewer’s name:_______________________________________ 
Length of interview:_______________________________________ 
 
Name of the ranch:________________________________________ 
Name of the owners of the ranch:_____________________________ 
Name of the tour:_________________________________________ 
Name of the tour operations manager:_________________________ 
 
If applicable, list other organizations and or ranchers that are involved in the organizing  
or provision of tours: ______________________________________ 
 
Check off which category best describes your tour operation: 
 

Tour operation offered multiple times throughout the year 
Multi stakeholder driven (ranch(s) and community organized) 
Single stakeholder driven (by ranch) 

 
Event (one day or weekend) at a single ranch location 

Multiple stakeholder driven 
Single stakeholder driven (by ranch) 
Other ________________________ 
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Event using multiple ranch sites 
Multiple stakeholder driven 
Single stakeholder driven (by ranch) 
Other ________________________ 

 
 
Please describe your sustainable ranch tour operation, including: 
With each question, let them describe it in full detail, and then ask them what lessons they learned (ie what worked 
and what they would do differently). This aspect of the interview for each section is critically important. 
 
1. Location__________________________________________________________ 
 
2. What does your ranch offer? (Prompts: land/ecosystem protection, local food production, domestic animal wel
 fare, wildlife conservation, and/or ranching cultural lifestyle) 

 
 

3. Describe the content of the tour program/event: 
 
 a. What were the main activities and what were the main issues/lessons/messages that you were trying  
 to get across. Was the focus on livestock and riparian areas etc. and then how did you cover that topic? 
  
 
 b.  Who designed and conducted the tours? Did you have some type of manual/list of things to cover? Did 
 you provide training to whoever was giving the tours and if so, what kind of training? 
  
 
 c. Did you provide food during the tour/event? Do you think that this an important part of having a          
 successful event? Did you charge for it? If so, how much and what were people’s responses to paying that 
 amount? 
  
 
 d. How long have you been running the tours? 

 
 

 e. How has your tour/event changed over time? Were there any significant changes that improved the event? 
 If you no longer run the tour/event, what was your main reason for stopping it? 
 
 
4. Demographics of the tour attendees: 
 
 a. How did you do the marketing and promotion for the event/tour? Did you decide in advance who your 
 target market was? Which type of marketing attracted the most amount of people? 
 
 
 b. Who came to your tour/event? (prompt – find out if they were city folk, other country non-farming folk, 
 other farmers, young, old, couples, families, singles, groups, etc.) 
 
 
 c. How many people, on average, would come to your event/tours? 
 
 
5. What aspect are your visitors most interested in? What did they seem to like the most? (prompts: were they       
 interested in particular issues, lessons, messages, aspects—eg. livestock, the wagon ride, food, games etc) 
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6. How do you make the tour fun for the participants? Have you figured out a format that makes it particularly      
 attractive to the target audience?  
 
 
7. Describe the logistics of the tour program/event: 
 a. Length of time 
 
 b. Transportation 
 
 c. Was there an event coordinator? 
 
 d. Number of employees or volunteers involved and who did what (including food, etc..) 
 
 e. How did people register and pay? What was the cost to visitors? 
 
 f. Are there any other operational logistics that are important? 

 
 

8. If you worked with other ranches or community organizations, describe how you worked together. Who  
 approached who and who did what in terms of organizing and offering the tours/event. 
 
 
9. The cost of the event: 
 a. What was the estimated cost of putting together and running your tour/event? Do you have an overall 
 budget for the tour, and if yes, could we see it? 
 
 b. Where did the funds come from for the tour/event (i.e. out of pocket or government/NGO funded)? If you 
 received sponsorship please describe from who, how you got the sponsorship, and what sort of reporting and 
 relationship you continue to have with the sponsor? 
 
 c. What kinds of financial changes have you made (i.e. increase or decrease spending in certain areas)? 
 
 
10. What other costs and challenges were their associated with putting on the tours? How much time did it take 
 initially to get the tours up and running? How much time does it take now? What other efforts/work did you 
 have to put into putting the tours together? (prompts: hiring staff, training, cleaning up the farm, moving 
 livestock into a particular place, changing around your feeding schedules, etc) 
 
 
11. What have been the benefits of putting on the tours? 
 a. Describe any financial benefits of your tour/event (including spin-offs)? 
 
 
 b. Describe other kinds of benefits? (prompts: Marketing and building long-term markets, sharing your 
 farm’s story and life work with other people, having people learn about sustainable ranching, etc). 
 
 
12. Would you say that the benefits outweighed the cost? Explain. 
 
 
13. Describe any other lessons learned or tips for creating a successful tour operation that you have learned. 
 
 
14. Can you recommend other ranches that have conducted events/tours that fit our criteria of environmental       
 sustainability, wildlife and habitat conservation, cultural preservation etc.? This can include ranches that 
 have been successful or not, large or small. 


