
Th ere might be nearly as many
op i n i ons abo ut grazing as there are
gra z i ers . Perhaps that is as it should
be . Af ter all , every live s tock grazing en-
terprise is uniqu e . E ach and every
m a n a ger has different re s o u rce s , d i f-
ferent ch a ll en ges and different goa l s .
Wh en you put a group of s erious gra-
z i ers toget h er in the same room , i t
u su a lly sparks lively discussion abo ut
what works and what doe s n’t .

It seems the “ex pert s” do not agree

on wh et h er it is best to practi ce sea-
s on - l on g, con ti nuous grazing or a pas-
tu re - ro t a ti on stra tegy. Even the land-
grant univers i ty scien tists who stu dy
ef fects on plants, animals and pocket-
books harbor different op i n i ons abo ut
h ow to manage grazing lands for opti-
mum re su l t s . From the scien tific com-
mu n i ty, as well as the fra tern i ty of s e a-
s on ed ra n ge managers , comes a mixed
m e s s a ge .

Vi e w p o i n ts
Se a ted in one camp are the trad i-

ti onalists who favor season - l on g, con-

ti nuous gra z i n g. Th ere are ra n ch e s
wh ere a herd of animals may gra ze
ye a r- round on one large tract of
ra n gel a n d . However, s e a s on - l on g, con-
ti nuous grazing usu a lly invo lves as-
s i gning a set nu m ber of animals to a
s pecific pastu re for the du ra ti on of a
grazing season — typ i c a lly du ring the
peri od of time that fora ge plants are
actively growi n g. In many cases, t h e
m a n a ger dec i des how many animals
the pastu re should carry for the sea-
s on , tu rns them in wh en the gra s s
greens up and leaves them until for-
a ges go dorm a n t .

Ro t a ti onal grazing invo lves the use
of mu l tiple pastu re s , in sequ en ce , to
a ll ow pastu res in the grazing sys tem to
u n der go a peri od of rest du ring the
growing season . In a re s t - ro t a ti on sys-
tem , one or more pastu res may not be
gra zed at all for an en ti re ye a r. More
com m on are deferred - ro t a ti on sys-
tems wh ereby at least four pastu res are
gra zed sequ en ti a lly du ring the gra z i n g
s e a s on . Typ i c a lly, e ach pastu re is
gra zed for a few weeks and the se-
qu en ce for use is ch a n ged each ye a r.
Deferred - ro t a ti on sys tems may also al-
l ow for seasonal ro t a ti on , rel ega ti n g
s ome pastu res for use in wi n ter, or
wh en fora ges are dorm a n t . An esti-
m a ted 60% of ra n ge and pastu re
m a n a gers in the Un i ted States app ly
deferred - ro t a ti on practi ce s .

While their nu m bers have in-
c re a s ed du ring the last 10-15 ye a rs ,
produ cers practicing managem en t -
i n ten s ive grazing (MiG) remain in
the minori ty. Th ei rs are the most ag-
gre s s ive ro t a ti on sys tem s , wh ereby
animals are moved thro u gh more ,
s m a ll er pastu re s , or pad dock s , at a
rel a tively rapid pace . In d ivi dual pad-
docks may be gra zed for on ly a few
d ays before animals are moved to the
n ext pad dock in a planned ro t a ti on .
With Mi G , p ad docks are ex po s ed to
h i gh er grazing pre s su res du ring the
peri od of u s e , but receive lon ger peri-
ods of re s t . Ma n a gers may also be
a ble to use some pad docks more than
on ce du ring the growing season , re-
tu rning animals to previ o u s ly gra zed
p ad docks after peri ods of rest and re-
growt h .

True bel i evers in ro t a ti onal gra z i n g
claim their met h ods target opti mu m
fora ge and live s tock produ cti on , a n d
l end gre a ter su s t a i n a bi l i ty to their oper-
a ti on s . Ma ny are open ly cri tical of con-
ti nuous gra z i n g, s aying the practi ce
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A re gra z i ng manag e r s g e tt i ng a

Mixe d
Me s s a g e ?

The sci e n t i f i c co m m un i t y as we ll as s easoned ra nge ma na ge rs d o n ’ t a l ways a g re e .
P ro d u ce rsmay be better off co nsi d e r i ng their own un ique envi ro n m e n t s when ch o osi ng
a gra zi ng syste m . [ P H OTOS BY CO R I N N E PATT E R S O N ]

Ta ble 1: Re l a t i ve likelihood of a cco m pl is h i ng ma nage m e n t obje c t i ves on upland ra nge si tes d u ri ng 
the growi ng season with diffe re n t g ra zi ng syste ms when sto cki ng ra te, ave raged over all pastu res, 
is m o d e ra te for ea ch system (co m pa rison index val u esa w h e re 5 = most l i ke l y, 1 = least l i ke l y )

Co n t roll i ng va ria bles S eas o n - l o ng, F i ve - pastu re F i ve - pastu re 1 0 - pastu re
and ma nage m e n t obje c t i ves co n t i n u o us rest ro ta t i o nb d e fe r red ro ta t i o nc M i Gd

S to cki ng ra te and da te of g ra zi ng :
P rovide nest i ng cover for prairie gro use 3 5 3 1
Ma xi m i ze ave ra ge da il y ga i ns 5 1 4 4

Number of pastu res :
M i n i m i ze fe n ce and wa ter ex p e ns es 5 3 3 1
I m p rove gra zi ng dist r i bution 1 3 3 5
M i n i m i ze ris k o f m ista kes on sele c t i ng a

tu r n o u t da te and ma ki ng pastu re moves 5 3 3 1
Fa cil i ta te livesto ck ma na ge m e n t 1 4 4 5
M i n i m i ze time re q u i red to monitor 

h e r ba ge res o u rces 5 3 3 1
F lexi bil i t y in acco m pl is h i ng indivi d u a l

pastu re ma na ge m e n t obje c t i ves 1 2 4 5

D a te of g ra zi ng and sto cki ng ra te :
I m p rove ra nge co n d i t i o n 1 2 5 3
I n crease vi gor of p re fe r red pla n t sp e ci es 1 3 5 4
H ea l d isturbed si tes 1 3 5 5

aComparison ind e x val u esin t h i s e xa m ple are based on obse r va t i o nsa nd publ i s h ed stu d ies in the Neb ra s ka Sa nd h i lls .
bO ne pastu re rested, bal a n ce gra zed once .
cEa ch pastu re gra zed once .
dMost p a stu res g ra zed t w i ce .
S o u rce : I n teg ra t i ng Ma na ge m e n t Obje c t i ves and Gra zi ng S t ra teg i eson S e m i -arid Ra nge la n d , Un ive r s i t y of Neb ra s ka Exte nsion Pu bl i ca t i o ns .
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con tri butes to ra n ge degrad a ti on . How-
ever, New Mex i co State Un ivers i ty
ra n ge scien tist Jerry Ho l echek says con-
ti nuous grazing is get ting a bum ra p.

Ta ke another look
S peaking at the 2004

Nebraska Grazing Con-
feren ce , Ho l echek to l d
produ cers that ro t a ti on
s eems to have worked
m odera tely well for
m a ny ra n ch ers . However,
he said con ti nuous gra z-
ing work s , too — at least
as well and usu a lly bet ter.

Ho l echek poi n ted out
that re s e a rch com p a ri n g
con ti nuous and ro t a ti on a l
grazing sys tems has shown
mu ch incon s i s tency re-
ga rding ef fects on ra n ge-
land veget a ti on . Ac ross all
s tu d i e s , fora ge produ cti on
avera ged on ly 7% high er
in ro t a ti on sys tem s . He
c a ll ed ro t a ti on most ben e-
ficial in humid regi on s , wh ere fora ge
produ cti on has been 20%-30% gre a ter
than with con ti nuous gra z i n g. In sem i -
a rid and arid regi on s , h owever,
Ho l echek bel i eves ro t a ti on of fers no def-
i n i te adva n t a ge .

“A com m on ly held bel i ef has been
that con ti nuous or season - l ong gra z-
ing over time wi ll degrade ra n gel a n d
veget a ti on . However, actual re s e a rch
s tudies from a wi de va ri ety of ra n ge
types show con ti nuous grazing at con-

s erva tive to modera te
s tocking ra tes has gen er-
a lly incre a s ed veget a ti on
produ ctivi ty and given
an upw a rd trend in
ra n geland eco l ogi c a l
con d i ti on ,” Ho l ech e k
s t a ted .

“ L ive s tock produ ctiv-
i ty and financial retu rn s
h ave gen era lly been
h i gh er under con ti nu-
ous or season - l ong gra z-
ing than ro t a ti on gra z-
i n g,” he ad ded . “ F i n a n-
cial retu rns per ac re av-
era ge abo ut 4% high er
u n der con ti nuous or
s e a s on - l ong gra z i n g
than ro t a ti on gra z i n g.”

Ho l echek insisted
that grazing inten s i ty, ra t h er than ro-
t a ti on , is the pri m a ry factor determ i n-
ing lon g - term grazing outcomes on
veget a ti on , l ive s tock and financial re-
tu rn s . But his staunch defense of con-

Grazing intensity,

rather than

rotation, is the

primary factor

determining long-

term grazing

outcomes on

vegetation,

livestock and

financial returns.

S eas o n - l o ng, co n t i n u o usg ra zi ng usu a ll y i nvol ves assig n i ng a set number of a n i ma lsto a
sp e ci f i c pastu re for the duration of a gra zi ng seas o n .

When it co m es to gra zi ng ma na gement, there is no one system tha t f i t s a ll o r
e ven most e n te r p r is es. Ea ch gra zi ng opera t i o n ’ s land, livesto ck, labor and fina n-
cia l res o u rces a re diffe rent, and so are ea ch ma na ge r ’ s goa ls .

“ S e lection of a gra zi ng system should be based on clear obje c t i ves for re-
s o u rce - ma na ge m e n t and livesto ck p roduction,” says Pa t Re e ce, Unive rsi t y o f N e-
b ras ka ra nge ecol o g ist. “Until ma na ge rs ha ve written and prioritized their obje c-
t i ves, they rea ll y ca n ’ t ch o ose a sa t is fa c to ry g ra zi ng syste m . ”

Re e ce and a pair of N eb ras ka collea g u es, Exte nsion ra nge and fo ra ge sp e cia l ist
J e r ry Voles ky and agro n o my and hort i cul tu re pro fessor Wa l t S cha cht, are co -a u-
t h o rs o f I nteg ra t i ng Ma n ag e m e nt O b j ec t ives a nd Gra z i ng St ra teg ies on Se m i - a r i d
R a ng el a nd . The pu bl i cation ex pla i nsma na ge m e n t p ra c t i ces t ha t o p t i m i ze the sus-
ta i na bil i t y o f ra nge - based ente r p r is es. It a lso provi d es a decisi o n -su pp o rt to ol t ha t
h e l ps ma na ge rs s e le c t g ra zi ng syste m s b est-su i ted to na tu ra l res o u rce ma na ge-
m e n t and livesto ck p roduction obje c t i ves .

Ta rge t i ng ma na ge m e n t for the semi-arid cl i ma t i c region tha t i n cl u d es m ost o f
N eb ras ka ’ s 24 million acres o f ra nge land, the pu bl i cation ill ust ra tes h ow diffe re n t
g ra zi ng syste m s may co m ple m e n t a va r i e t y o f ma na ge m e n t obje c t i ves. Co m pa r-
is o ns a re based on modera te sto cki ng ra tes for all g ra zi ng syste m s (see Ta ble 1,
pa ge 84).

For exa m ple, seas o n - l o ng, co n t i n u o us g ra zi ng has been shown to provide the
g rea test l i kelihood of ma xi m i zi ng ave ra ge da il y gain (ADG) of l i vesto ck. S i n ce fe w-
er pastu res a re re q u i red, ex p e nse for fe n ce and sto ck wa ter may be minimize d .
T h is s ystem also minimizes r is k ass o cia ted with selection of a tu r n o u t da te .

H owe ve r, co n t i n u o us g ra zi ng offe rs the least f lexi bil i t y in acco m-
pl is h i ng indivi d u a l pastu re ma na ge m e n t obje c t i ves. It is usu a ll y least e f-
fe c t i ve for improvi ng ra nge condition, increasi ng vi gor of p re fe r red pla n t s o r
h ea l i ng disturbed si tes. A five - pastu re defe r re d - ro tation system, where ea ch
pastu re is g ra zed once during the gra zi ng season, is m ost l i ke l y to fu rther thes e
obje c t i ves .

Acco rd i ng to the gra zi ng guide, a 10-pastu re ma na ge m e n t- i n te nsi ve gra zi ng
(MiG) system is m ost l i ke l y to aid gra zi ng dist r i bution and fa cil i ta te livesto ck ma n-
a ge m e n t. T h is s ystem also serves reas o na bl y we ll to enha n ce ra nge co n d i t i o n ,
pla n t vi gor and hea l i ng of d isturbed areas. The dow nside to MiG often incl u d es
higher fe n ce and wa ter ex p e ns es and increased ris k o f ma ki ng mista kes when se-
le c t i ng tu r n o u t da tes and ma ki ng pastu re moves. Ce rta i nl y, this s ystem re q u i res
m o re time to monitor pastu res and plan util i za t i o n .

When provi d i ng for nest i ng cover or when other wild l i fe ha bi ta t e n ha n ce m e n t is
a priority, the best ch o i ce may be a rest- ro tation system, all owi ng one pastu re to
rest ea ch yea r.

The ex p e rt s a g ree tha t no pa rt i cular gra zi ng system offe rs a guara n tee of su c-
cess. In the end, it’s good ma na ge m e n t t ha t ma kes the diffe re n ce .

Read e rs i n te rested in ob ta i n i ng a co py o f the gra zi ng ma na ge m e n t g u i d e
s h o uld co n ta c t Pa t Re e ce, Unive rsi t y o f N eb ras ka Pa n ha n d le Res ea rch and Exte n-
sion Ce n te r, 4502 Ave. I, S co t t sbl u f f, NE 69361-4907 and as k for Exte nsion ci rcu-
lar EC01-158, or visi t htt p : / / i a n r p u bs . u nl .ed u / ra ng e / ec 1 5 8 . ht m .

Set grazing objectives

( Co nt i n u ed on page 86)
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ti nuous grazing did not sit well with many
in the audien ce . Soon after con cluding his
rem a rk s , Ho l echek was corn ered by a
group of vocal dissen ters anxious to edu-
c a te the profe s s or rega rding the adva n-
t a ges of well - m a n a ged ro t a ti onal stra te-
gi e s .

Most of those same ro t a ti onal gra z i n g
advoc a tes wore “I told you so” l ooks as an-
o t h er con feren ce spe a ker later ech oed
t h eir sen ti m en t s . Fora ge managem en t
con sultant R.L. D a l rymple told abo ut his
i nvo lvem ent in grazing managem ent for
The Sa mu el Roberts Noble Fo u n d a ti on in
Ard m ore , O k l a . He ex p l a i n ed how ro t a-
ti onal grazing sys tems utilizing ei ght to 24
p a s tu res or pad docks per herd of l ive s tock
were implem en ted on the Noble Fo u n d a-
ti on properti e s . The major ben ef i t s , D a l-

rymple said, were improved qu a n ti ty and
qu a l i ty of fora ge plants and, u l ti m a tely, i n-
c re a s ed live s tock produ ct yi eld per ac re .

With high er stock den s i ty, e ach of t h e
mu l tiple pad docks is gra zed for a short
peri od , fo ll owed by re s t . D a l rymple ex-
p l a i n ed that animals gra ze less sel ectively,
so more plant species are uti l i zed , i n clu d-
ing most weed s . Plant vi gor among de s i r-
a ble perennial grasses improve s , and pop-
u l a ti ons of a n nual weeds decl i n e .

“With improved fora ge came incre a s ed
animal perform a n ce ,” D a l rymple ad ded .
“We’ve seen calves gain in excess of t h ree
pounds per day on gra s s . That means
m ore pounds to sell .”

S ci e n t i f i c p ro o f ?
All ac ross the Un i ted States and aro u n d

the worl d , s i gnificant nu m bers of produ c-
ers claim improved ra n ge con d i ti on , m ore
su s t a i n a ble grazing en terprises and high er
profits have re su l ted from ro t a ti onal gra z-
ing practi ce s . To date , h owever, t h ere is little
s c i en tific re s e a rch to su pport their cl a i m s . If
a nyt h i n g, the gap bet ween scien ce and
practical ex peri en ce has wi den ed du ri n g
the last 20 ye a rs .

Re s e a rch ers have made many attem pt s
to measu re the merits of ro t a ti onal sys tem s
a gainst con ti nuous gra z i n g.Most stu d i e s
h ave con clu ded that con ti nuous grazing is
no bet ter or no worse than ro t a ti onal gra z-
ing in terms of l ive s tock produ cti on .

Why does the conu n d rum persist? If
the ben efits of ro t a ti onal grazing are so in-
tu i tively obvious to a good many produ c-
ers and a growing nu m ber of ra n ge scien-
ti s t s , why can’t they be dem on s tra ted
t h ro u gh re s e a rch ?

“ I ’m not a re s e a rch scien ti s t . My job is
to app ly re s e a rch to managem en t ,” s ays

“One of the basic tenets of

landscape ecology is that we

can’t necessarily apply what

we see on a small scale to a

much larger scale.”

—Wayne Hanselka

M ost res ea rch invol vi ng
ro ta t i o na l g ra zi ng has
been co n d u c ted usi ng 

s ma ll padd o cks .

M ixed Messa ge ? ( f rom page 85)
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Wayne Ha n s el k a , Texas Coopera tive Ex-
ten s i on ra n ge spec i a l i s t . “ But one of t h e
basic ten ets of l a n d s c a pe eco l ogy is that we
c a n’t nece s s a ri ly app ly what we see on a
s m a ll scale to a mu ch larger scale.”

Most re s e a rch studies of ro t a ti on a l
gra z i n g, Ha n s elka ex p l a i n s , h ave been car-
ri ed out thro u gh the use of s m a ll pad-
dock s . Re s e a rch ers have also used a small
p a s tu re under con ti nuous grazing for the
con trol tre a tm en t . This is inten ded to
mimic re a l - worl d , com m ercial opera ti on s .
But in the real worl d , con ti nuous gra z i n g
is usu a lly app l i ed to pastu res that are
mu ch larger.

In small , con ti nu o u s ly gra zed re s e a rch
p a s tu re s , t h ere is more even uti l i z a ti on of
fora ge than with con ti nuous grazing in
l a r ge pastu re s . With the latter, because of
the gre a ter expanse of ac re a ge and free-
dom of m ovem en t , animals are more se-
l ective in what they ch oose to eat. This re-
sults in more patch - grazing and the un-
even fora ge uti l i z a ti on for wh i ch con ti nu-
ous grazing is most of ten cri ti c i zed .

Ha n s elka says that ex peri m ental con d i-
ti ons invo lving con ti nuous grazing of
m a ny small pastu res may not be a fair rep-
re s en t a ti on of what most of ten happen s
on larger landscape s . He also worries that
s ome re s e a rch has com p a red con ti nu o u s
grazing at modera te or even con s erva tive
s tocking ra tes with ro t a ti onal grazing at
h e avi er stocking ra te s .

“Th a t’s kind of l i ke com p a ring app l e s
and ora n ge s ,” Ha n s elka state s .

De s p i te the lack of su pportive form a l
re s e a rch , Ha n s elka bel i eves ro t a ti on a l
grazing has proven its worth in practi ce .
Un ivers i ty of Nebraska profe s s or of a gron-
omy and horti c u l tu re Walt Sch acht agree s .
However, S ch acht bel i eves Ho l echek is
correct in saying con ti nuous grazing can
be made to work . Ra n ge and pastu re can
be maintained in good con d i ti on wi t h
con ti nuous grazing if s tocking ra tes are
kept at con s erva tive to modera te level s
and if animals are well - d i s tri buted . Th e
l a t ter, h owever, can be hard to con tro l .

“ My bias is that with ro t a ti on grazing of
mu l tiple pastu re s , m a n a gers have more
f l ex i bi l i ty,” S ch acht says . “Th ey can attem pt
to con trol more va ri a bl e s . Th ey can con tro l
the time of ye a r, du ra ti on and frequ ency of
gra z i n g,as well as the stocking ra te . An d
t h ey have bet ter con trol over animal distri-
buti on .”

With properly managed ro t a ti on a l
gra z i n g, plant com mu n i ties should re-
s pond favora bly and provi de improved
ra n ge con d i ti on over ti m e , S ch acht ad d s .
That can provi de high er carrying capac i-
ties for live s tock and the abi l i ty to produ ce
m ore pounds per ac re . But wh en produ c-
ers app ly ro t a ti onal grazing and see im-
proved fora ge and live s tock produ cti on ,
i t’s not just because con ti nuous gra z i n g
was so bad . O f ten , S ch acht says , i t’s be-
cause the produ cers have become bet ter
m a n a gers .

Perhaps grazing managem ent is an art
as well as a scien ce . Texas A&M Un ivers i ty
ra n geland eco l ogist Ri ch a rd Teague says
s c i en ce has ten ded to minimize differen ce s
in re s e a rch re su l t s , but there are hu ge dif-

feren ces in the capabi l i ties of people wh o
m a n a ge grazing lands.

“At ti tu de and capabi l i ty are big factors .
And scien tists and produ cers who say (cer-
tain practi ces) won’t work of ten won’t go see
ra n ches wh ere those practi ces are app l i ed
with su cce s s ,” Teague state s .“O f co u rs e ,
s ome people have managed to fail, u su a lly
because they try to practi ce different met h-

ods wi t h o ut re a lly thinking abo ut it. Mo s t
tend to carry too many animals and rem ove
too mu ch veget a ti on . Su ccessful managers
don’t do that.”

Teague says some of the most va lu a ble re-
s o u rces ava i l a ble to produ cers are loc a l
“grazing clu b s .” Th ro u gh these su pport
gro u p s , gra z i ers can con s i der all that scien ce
has to of fer, but also share in the su ccess and

f a i lu res of p a rti c i p a n t s . Fortu n a tely, Te a g u e
n o te s , t h ere are very good managers ac ro s s
the co u n try and around the worl d . An d
while cl i m a te , l a n d s c a pes and other circ u m-
s t a n ces may differ gre a t ly among grazing op-
era ti on s , produ cers and scien tists may be
a ble to learn the most from people who are
making it work .


