Part 1:   How much water does it take to produce a pound of beef?  
Divide the students into small groups.  Give each group the three water use estimates.  Have each group discuss and answer the questions below.  

According to the National Cattlemen’s association, it takes 435 gallons to produce a pound of beef.  

How do they calculate that figure?  They look at the estimated total amount of water cattle drink, the amount used to irrigate the crops they eat, and the amount used in processing, and they average that estimated total for the whole country.  Thus, a steer raised on non-irrigated pasture in Iowa or Wisconsin would use less than that, while one raised on irrigated pasture and feed in the West would require a lot more. 

According to Cornell University professor David Pimentel, it takes more than 5,000 gallons to produce a pound of beef.  

He bases that figure on the total amount of water used by the crops the animals eat (including the water provided by rainfall), as well as the water the cattle drink and the water used in processing.  

According to the California Water Education Foundation it takes around 2,460 gallons of water to produce a pound of beef in California.   They look at the estimated total amount of water cattle drink, the amount used to irrigate the crops they eat, and the amount used in processing.
Discuss and answer the following questions:

1. Which calculation do you think is the right one?

2. What difference does it make whether the water to grow the feed comes from rainfall or irrigation?

3. Does it matter how the irrigation is handled?  Why and how?

4. Why do you think the Cattlemen’s association publicizes the figure of 435 gallons?  Why do many environmental organizations use the higher figure estimated by Pimentel?  Why does it matter how much water it takes to produce a pound of beef?   

5. These estimates were all calculated at least ten years ago.  Do you think water requirements for beef production have changed?  Why or why not?  

