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’loneering
New Trails for
American Woo!

BY GLENNA MUSANTE

n the shadow of the Cascade Mountains
on Oregon'’s high deserl, from her home
on the vasl Imperial Stock Ranch, Jeanne
Carver is carving a new path for American
wool. It doesn’l lead lo a new land. Bul it
does creale a deslinalion for gear and apparel
brands searching for a ransparent source of
high-qualily, suslainably raised American wool.

In 2017, Carver and her husband Dan were
the first sheep ranchers in the Uniled States
lo adopl Textile Exchange's Responsible Wool
Slandard (RWS) for their 32, 000-acre ranch,
where sheep have been present since 1871
In 2018, with brands knocking on the door for
lraceable, sustainably produced wool, they
launched Shaniko Wool Company, a farm
group organized lo expand the availabilily of
RWS-certified wool grown in the USA.

In addition to providing clear guidelines for
humane animal husbandry in the raising and
shearing of sheep for wool produclion, the RWS
also sels slandards for land management and
worker welfare.

Through Shaniko Wool Company, Carver is
now leading an induslry expansion of the RWS
in the U_S. The ranchers in Carver's fold are the
only sheep growers in the U.S. harvesling wool
grown under the slandard's exacling require-
ments and the only ranchers approved lo supply
RWS wool in the U.S. and North America.

The work they are doing is literally chang-
ing the domeslic wool landscape in lerms of
enhanced land managemenl In lurn, Shaniko
Wool Company has given major brands, such
as Ralph Lauren, a source of American-grown
wool wilth a pristine, veriiable suslainability
slory thal they can use in the markeling of their
producls. This includes the swealers and wool
hals worn by the U.S. Olympic leams al the
2022 Winler Olympics.
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Shepherding the RWS in North
America is also the manifeslalion of a
passion thal both Jeanne and her lale
husband Dan have had for Oregon's

high desert and America’s sloried wesl.

A Pioneer’s Homestead Claim
The Imperial Stock Ranch has a
long history as a producer of fine me-
rino/rambouillet wool. It was founded
in 1871 by Richard Hinlon, a pioneer

born on the Oregon Trail, and is the
only privalely owned ranch in Oregon
recognized as a National Hisloric Dis-
Irict thal is slill operaling. The ranch
has been in conlinuous operalion
producing sheep, caltle, grain and hay
since ils founding.

By 1900, Hinlon's homestead claim,

along whal later would be named Hin-
lon Creek, grew inlo the larges! land
and liveslock operation in Oregon.
During the 1880s, the sheep industry
grew rapidly in Oregon, and the semi-
arid inlerior region of the slale — where
lhe ranch is located — was well-suiled
lo raising fine wool sheep.

Over time, Hinton buill the Imperal
Stock Ranch’s repulation for fine grade
wool, and when his son James look

Jeanne Carver tending to her flock
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IMPERIAL
STO0K RANCH
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In 2017, The Imperial Stock Ranch became the first sheep ranch in the world

certified under the RWS.

over the ranch in 1915, they had 35,000

head of sheep and 1,000 head of callle.
Many of the original buildings thal

supporled this massive operation are

slill in use loday.

A New Legacy

When Dan Carver boughl the ranch
in 1988, he felt a deep responsibility to
honor the legacy built by the slewards
of this land who came before him. "He
wanled o do the besl job he could,”
said Jeanne, "and wenl lo agencies
like the Soil and Waler Conservalion
Districl and the Nalural Resource Con-
sarvalion Service for help.”

Working logether with his agency
pariners, “they spenl aboul a year con-
ducling assessmenls and eslablish-
ing a moniloring program,” she said,
“and wrole a comprehensive plan lo
manage the entire operalion, with the
health of the ranch’s nalural resources
as their number one goal. They called
il a Conservalion Managemenl Plan.

“Al aboul this lime we learned thal
only two salmon had relurned lo spawn
in Buckhollow Creek, which begins on
our land and is a major lribulary lo the
Deschutes River,” she added. Buckhol-
low Creek was historically an important
spawning stream for salmon.

Working collaboratively with agency
pariners and other landowners in the
basin, the salmon population relurmed,

Carver said, "and wenl from the brink
of loss to a thriving populalion. There
is no grealer molivalor than lo be
part of something like this.” The plan
also helped restore and preserve the
ranch’s vasl grazing lands.

The Standard

According lo Jeanne, the Carver's
involvemnent with the RWS was a nalu-
ral next slep given their longslanding
commilment lo the land and animal
slewardship. In 2017, The Impenial
Slock Ranch became the first sheep
ranch in the world cerlified under the
RWS. And since cerlification of her
ranch, Jeanne has worked with Textile
Exchange lo bring other sheep ranch-
es in the U.S. inlo RWS cerlification.

“The Responsible Wool Standard
is an induslry lool designed lo rec-
ognize lhe besl practices of farmers,
ensuring thal animal fiber comes from
farms with a progressive approach to
managing their land, and from animals
thal have been lrealed responsibly,”
said Liz Mamo from Texlile Exchange,
which is an NGO dedicaled lo develop-
ing lransparenl suslainabilily slandards
for the global lextile induslry.

“[it] ensures that animals are lreated
with respect to the Five Provisions [eslab-
lished by Texlile Exchange] lo promole
posilive welfare oulcomes,” Mamo added.
“The demand for certified wool is encour-
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Carver leaning against the side of one of the ranch out buildings

aging more farmers lo reach certified
slatus, which means thal their sheep
are nol only nol subjecl to mulesing bul
also are managed lo meetl all the other
animal welfare requirements of the RWS
including animal health, animal handling,
living environment and more.”

RWS cerlification — which is con-
ducted through a delailed, third-party
audil — can be expensive, and lo make
it more accessible lo sheep ranchers
in North America, the Carvers formed
Shaniko Wool Company o help lessen
the cost for member ranches. This farm
group currenlly includes nine ranches.

It was named afler Shaniko, Ore.,
which during ils heyday in the early
1900s was known as lhe "Wool Capilal
of the World.”

“We formed the company lo scale
the supply of RWS wool for brands
manulacturing in the Uniled Stales lhal
wanled a U.S_-supply of high-quality
wool,” said Carver. "And we chose the
name Shaniko Wool Company lo honor
the deep herilage of wool ranching in
this region and in weslern America.”

Ranches in the farm group are able
lo sell their wool al a 10 percent lo 20
percenl premium over the typical price
of wool grown in the U.S. “It's more
profilable for them,” said Carver, “be-

cause brands are willing lo pay more
for wool that has the RWS cerlification.

“Because ol our experience laking
our harveslt lo producl slage and inlo
the markelplace, we undersiood why
traceability and third-parly oversight
would be important lo brands and their
cuslomers,” Carver explained.

In the 1990s, offshoring of the U.S.
textile induslry conlributed lo a signifi-
canl reduction in the number of sheep
ranches in the Uniled Slales. llwas a
difficult ime for the Carvers. Overnight,
they loslt their wool buyer — a company
thal had been buying wool from the
ranch for 100 years — and were sud-
denly faced with the stark possibility thal
sheep could disappear from their land.

To slay in business, they changed
their business model and began look-
ing for new markels for their wool. Thal
experience forced them to reinvenl
how they look their wool to markel and
in the process, they ended up building
a broad network of new cuslomers.

Those lessons learned — and the
conlacts they made — have become an-
other point of value for the ranchers thal
join the Shaniko Wool Company farm
group. Shaniko Wool Company buys
their wool and then moves it through the
supply chain, markeling and selling il

Carver’s role al Shaniko Wool Com-
pany also includes education and train-
ing, guiding the paperwork and docu-
menlalion required for cerlification,
conducling inlernal audils and provid-
ing an economical way for ranches lo
earn RWS certification.

Andree Soares, manager of Talboll
Sheep Company in Los Banos, Calil_,
is one of the ranchers in Shaniko Wool
Company Farm Group. She was re-
ferred lo the Carvers lhrough another
rancher in the group and afler several
conversalions and a greal deal of re-
search decided lo sign on and commil
lo the process of becoming certified.

“The reason we did this, was be-
cause afler | became aware of lthe
program and Jeanne's support for i,
and for the ranchers, il was a simple
decision,” she said, adding, “everything
aboul the RWS supporls the values |
have wilh regard lo how animals should
be lrealed.” The land managemenl and
suslainability components of the RWS
were also important lo her.

Quantifying the Impact

For your lypical ranchers, key
numbers play a crilical role in the daily
management of flocks and profits. This
includes the appropriate herd numbers
compared lo the heallhy capacily of
the land, the cost of labor lo help care
for the ranch, the coslt of buying and
maintaining farm equipment, upkeep
of the buildings, the cosl of feed, profit
margins from the sale of the wool har-
vesL IU's a lengthy lisl.

Those numbers are imporiant to Carv-
er and the ranchers she works with, but
other measures are jusl as essential. For
her, this includes the number of salmon
retuming to the Deschules River, the an-
nual number of fons of wool sheared and
sold under the Shaniko Wool Company
brand, the number of U.S. ranch acres
certified lo RWS land management meth-
ods, the number of lons of CO2 seques-
lered each year through proper land man-
agement and the growing of wool and
other measures thal indicate the health of
the land is trending forward.

It's a little-known facl, bul wool
is largely made up of CO2. In facl,
roughly half of every wool fiber is
CO2. And thal has become another

number she and farmers in her group
are beginning lo measure.

Currently, the ranches in her farm
group represent about 2.5 millkion acres of
land in the weslern U.S. and 35,000 head
of merino/frambouillet sheep. In 2022,
Carver estimales those ranches will
harvesl approximalely 170 tons of RWS-
cerlified Shaniko Wool Company wool.

Bul RWS certificalion isn’l limiled to
sheep ranches. “The U.S. texlile sup-
ply chain is now gelling involved in the
RWS, [and] supporting the use of the
RWS logo on products,” said Carver.
“Up until now, brands could say they
had sourced RWS cerlified Shaniko
Wool bul could nol pul the logo on their
finished goods. That will change. In the
last month, a wool scouring and comb-
ing mill, tlwo spinning mills, one dye
house, and lwo knitling manufaclurers
in the U_S. have gone through RWS au-
dits in order lo cerlify the full traceability
of their wool and conlenl claims.”

According lo Textile Exchange,
much of this has been done by or with
help from Jeanne Carver.

“She is not only a U.S. pioneer for
Responsible Wool Standard bul also

Inside the 120-year-old facilities at Imperial Stock Ranch

a global pioneer,” said Mamo. “She
[runs] the firsl ranch cerlified in the
world. Jeanne has been a huge ad-
vocale for RWS and has now built an

enlire cerlified supply chain in the U.S.

She is also well aligned with Texlile
Exchange's Climale+ slralegy and is
spearheading aclion lthrough Shaniko
Wool Company Carbon Initialive.”
Although Carver’'s work helping
U.S. sheep ranchers harvesl RWS-
cerlified wool began with a dream
grounded in the American pioneer

spiril, the resull of her work addresses
current and urgent climale and texlile
induslry supply chain issues.

“Our goal is lo measure the aclual
impacls of our ranching praclices
[and] delermine the net carbon budgel
of each ranching operation and our
aggregale whole. The health of the
land has never been more crilical lo
a growing group of slakeholders, in-
cluding brands,” Carver added. "And
truly, it is the concern of every cilizen
around the world.” )
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