Rotate Pastures To Improve Cattle Performance

Source:  Donna Amaral-Phillips


Pasture is an economical way to feed cattle.  However, producers need to actively manage cattle and forage growth to get the most production and return per acre of land.


Cattle on pasture selectively graze by first eating the leaves, or most tender and nutritious part of the plant.  Letting cattle rotationally graze pasture keeps it in the most nutritious, vegetative state the majority of the growing season. 


In rotational grazing cattle graze one section, or paddock, of pasture at a time, allowing the other sections to rest and re-grow.  Pastures that are rotationally grazed have higher yields and help improve cattle performance, whether milk production, rate of gain, or reproductive efficiency.


Giving a paddock a rest period of 20 to 30 days enables the forage to renew carbohydrates and rebuild plant vigor.  It also increases the quality and life of the stand.  Rotational grazing dramatically increases the amount of forage harvested producing up to 1,000 to 2,000 more pounds of dry matter compared to abused and over-grazed pastures.


If you have two pastures now, subdivide each into a total of four separate pastures to help improve forage production and animal performance.


Ultimately, producers should strive to have seven to eight different paddocks so each is grazed for a maximum of two to three days and rested for at least 21 days. 


It’s important to base the decision to move cattle from a paddock on forage growth, not a rigid timeframe.  The best time for cattle to graze is when the forage is vegetative and before flowering or seed head formation.  To keep from putting cattle on a section that’s too mature, follow these target heights to begin grazing:  six to eight inches for legumes and cool-season grasses such as orchard grass and fescue; 12 to 14 inches for warm-season perennial grasses, and at least 18 to 24 inches for summer-season annuals such as Sudangrass. 


The closer cattle graze a pasture, the longer it takes the forage to recover.  To prevent overgrazing, leave three inches of stubble for cool-season grasses and legumes and four to eight inches of stubble for warm-season grasses.


Cattle will spend the same amount of time grazing, generally about eight hours a day.  The heaviest grazing period takes place as soon as it becomes light in the morning.  After a certain amount of time, cattle will quit grazing whether or not they’ve received enough energy to support milk production or growth.


To learn more about improving your grazing program, consider attending a two-day grazing school April 20 and 21 at the Hardin County Cooperative Extension Service office.


For more information on all aspects of cattle production, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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