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The scientific community as we ll as seasoned ra nge managers don’t always agree.
Produce s may be better off consideringtheir own unique envirnments when choosing

agrazing system. [PHOTOS BY CORINNE PATTERSON]

Story by
TROY SMITH

There might be nearly as many
opinions about grazing as there are
graziers. Perhaps that is as it should
be. After all, every livestock grazing en-
terprise is unique. Each and every
manager has different resources, dif-
ferent challenges and different gaals.
When you put a group of serious gra-
ziers together in the same room, it
usually sparks lively discussion about
what works and what doesn’t.

It seems the “experts” do not agree

onwhether it is best to practice sea-
son-long, continuous grazing or a pas-
ture-rotation strategy. Even the land-
grant universityscientists who study
effects on plants, animals and pocket-
books harbor different opinions about
how to manage grazing lands for opti-
mum results. From the scientific com-
munity, as well as the fraternityof sea-
soned range managers, comes a mixed
message.

Viewpoints
Seated in one camp are the tradi-
tionalists who favor season-long, con-

Are grazing managers getting a

Mixed
Message?

tinuous grazing. There are ranches
where a herd of animals may graze
year-round on one large tract of
rangdand. However, season-long, con-
tinuous grazing usually involves as-
signing a set number of animals to a
specific pasture for the duration of a
grazing season — typically during the
period of time that forage plants are
actively growin g In many cases, the
manager decides how many animals
the pasture should carry for the sea-
son, turns them in when the grass
greens up and leaves them until for-
ages go dormant.

Table 1: Relative likelihood of accomplis hingmanagement objectives on upland range sites during
the growing season with different grazi ng syste ms when stocking rate, ave raged over all pastures,
is moderate for each system (comparison index valu es’ where 5 = most likely, 1 = least likely)

Controlling variables Season-long Five - pasture Five-pasture 10-pasture
and ma t objectives conti rest rotation®  deferred rotation® MiG?
Stocki ngrate and date of grazing:
P rovide nesting cover for prairie gro use 3 5 3 1
Maximize avera ge daily gains 5 1 4 4
Number of pastures:
Minimizefence and waterexpenses 5 3 3 1
Improve grazing dist ri bution 1 3 3 5
Minimizerisk of mistakes on selectinga
turnout date and making pastu re moves 5 3 3 1
Facilitate livestock management 1 4 4 5
Minimizetime required to monitor
herbageresouraes 5 3 3 1
F lexi bility in accomplishingindividual
pastu remanagement objectives 1 2 4 5
Date of grazing and stocking rate:
Improve range condition 1 2 5 3
I'n crease vigor of preferred plant species 1 3 5 4
Heal disturbed sites 1 3 5 5

bOne pasture rested, balance grazed once.
Each pastu re grazed once .
dMost pastures grazed twice.

2Comparison indexvaluesinthis example are based on observationsand published studies in the Neb raska Sandhills.

Source: IntegratingManagement Objectives and GrazingStrategiesonSemi-arid Rangeland, Un iversity of Nebras ka Exte nsion Pu blications.

Rotational grazing invo lves the use
of multiple pastures, in sequence, to
all ow pasturres in the grazing system to
under goa period of rest du ring the
growing season. In a rest-rotation sys-
tem, one or more pastures may not be
grazed at all for an entire year. More
common are deferred-rotation sys-
tems whereby at least four pastures are
grazed sequentially du ring the grazing
season. Typically, each pasture is
grazed for a few weeks and the se-
quence for use is changed each year.
Deferred-rotation systems may also al-
lowfor seasonal rotation, rel egating
s ome pastures for use inwinter, or
when forages are dormant. An esti-
mated 60% of rangeand pasture
managers in the United States apply
deferred-rotation practices.

While their numbers have in-
creased du ring the last 10-15 years,
producers practicing management-
intensive grazing (MiG) remain in
the minori ty. Theirs are the most ag-
gressive rotationsystems, wh ereby
animals are moved through more,
smaller pastures, or paddocks, at a
relatively rapid pace. Individual pad-
docks may be grazed for only a few
days before animals are moved to the
next paddock in a planned rotation.
With MiG, paddocks are exposedto
higher grazing pressures du ring the
peri od of use, but receive lon ger peri-
ods of rest. Managers may also be
able to use some paddocks more than
once du ring the growing season, re-
turning animals to previously gra zed
paddocks after peri ods of rest and re-
growth.

True beliewrs in rotational grazing
claim their methods target optimum
forage and livestock production, and
lend greater sustainabilityto their oper-
ations. Many are openly cri tical of con-
tinuous grazing, saying the practice



contributes to range degradation. How-
ever, New Mexico State University
range scientist Jerry Holechek says con-
tinuous grazing is getting a bum rap.

Take another look
Speaking at the 2004

“A commonly held belief has been
that continuous or season-long graz-
ing over time will degrade rangeland
vegetation. However, actual research
studies from a wi de variety of range
types show continuous grazing at con-

servative to moderate

Nebraska Grazing Con-
ference, Holechek told
producers that rotation
seems to have worked

m oderately well for
many ranchers. However,
he said continuous graz-
ing works, too — at least

rather than
rotation, is the

stocking rates has gener-

Grazing intensity, ally increasedvegetation

productivity and given
an upward trend in
rangdand ecologcal
condition,” Holechek

primary factor ~ stated.

“Livestock produ ctiv-

as well and usually better.  determining long- ity and financial retums

Holechek pointed out
that research comparing
continuous and rotational
grazing systems has shown
much inconsistency re-

term grazing

outcomes on

have generally been
higher under continu-
ous or season-long graz-
ing than rotation graz-
ing he added. “Finan-

garding effects on range- vegetation, cial retu rns per acre av-
land vegetation. Across all livestock and erage about 4% higher
studies, forage production under continuous or
averaged only 7% higher financial returns. season-long grazing

in rotation systems. He than rotation grazing.”
called rotation most bene- Holechek insisted

ficial in humid regions, where forage
production has been 20%-30% greater
than with continuous grazing. In semi-
arid and arid regions, however,
Holechek believes rotation offers no def-

that grazing intensity, rather than ro-
tation, is the primaryfactor determin-
ing long-term grazing outcomes on
vegetation, livestock and financial re-
tums. But his staunch defense of con-

February2005 /ANGUS BEEF BULLETING 85

inite advantage.

(Continued on page 86)

Season-long continuousgrazi ngusually i nvol ves assigninga set number of animalsto a
specific pasture for the duration of a grazing season.

Set grazing objectives

When it comes to grazing management, there is no one system that fits all or
even most enterprises. Each grazing operation’s land, livestock, labor and finan-
cial resources are different, and so are ea ch manager’s goals.

“Selection of a grazing system should be based on clear objectives for re-
source-management and livestock production,” says Pat Reece, Unive rsity of Ne-
bras ka range ecologist. “Until managers have written and prioritized their obje c-
tives, they really can’t ch o ose a satisfactory grazing system.”

Reece and a pair of Nebraska colleagues, Exte nsion range and forage specialist
Jerry Volesky and agronomy and horticulture pro fessor Walt Schacht, are co-au-
thors of Integrating Management Objectives and Grazing Stra tegies on Semi-arid
Rangeland. The publication explainsmanagement practices that optimize the sus-
tainability of range-based enterprises. It also provides a decision-supporttool that
helps managers select grazing systems best-suited to natural resouree manage-
ment and livestock production objectives.

Targeting management for the semi-arid climatic region that includes most of
Nebraska’s 24 million acres of rangeland, the publication ill ustra tes how diffe rent
grazing systems may complement a variety of management objectives. Compar
isons are based on moderate stocki ng rates for all grazing systems (see Table 1,
page 84).

For example, season-long continuous grazing has been shown to provide the
greatest likelihood of maximizingaverage daily gain (ADG) of livestock. Since fe w-
er pastures are required, expense for fence and stock water may be minimized.
This system also minimizes risk associated with selection of a turnout date.

However, continuous grazing offers the least flexibility in accom- "m
plishingindividual pastu remanagement objectives. Itis usually least ef-
fective forimprovi ngrange condition, increasi ngvigor of preferred plants or
healing disturbed sites. A five-pastu re deferred-rotation system, where each
pastureis grazed once during the grazing season, is most likely to fu rther these
objectives.

According to the grazing guide, a 10-pasture management-inte nsive grazing
(MiG) system is most likely to aid grazing distribution and facilita te livestock man-
agement. This system also serves reasonably well to enhance range condition,
plant vigor and healingof disturbed areas. The downside to MiG often includes
higher fence and wa terexpenses and increased risk of making mistakes when se-
lecting turnout dates and maki ng pastu re moves. Certainly, this system requires
m o retime to monitor pastures and plan utilization.

When providing for nesting cover orwhen other wildlife habitat enhancement is
a priority, the best choice may be a rest-rotation system, allowi ng one pasture to
rest each year.

The experts agree that no particular grazing system offe rs a guaran tee of suc-
cess. In the end, it’s good management that makes the diffe rence.

Readers interested in obtaining a copy of the grazing management guide
should contact Pat Reece, University of Nebras ka Panhandle Research and Exte n-
sion Center, 4502 Ave. |, Scottsbluff, NE 69361-4907 and ask for Exte nsion ci rcu-
lar EC01-158, or visit http://ianrpubs.unl.edu/range/ec158.htm.




86+« MNGUS BEEF BULLETI N/ Februay2005

tinuous grazing did not sit well with many
in the audience. Soon after concluding his
remarks, Holechek was cornered by a
group of vocal dissenters anxious to edu-
cate the professorregarding the advan-
tages of well-managed rotational strate-
ges.

Most of those same rotational grazing
advocates wore “I told you so” 1 odks as an-
other conference speaker later ech oed
their sentiments. Forage management
con sultant R.L. Dalrymple told about his
involvement in grazing management for
The Samuel Roberts Noble Foundation in
Ardmore, Okla. He explained how rota-
tional grazing systems utilizing ei ght to 24
pastures or paddocks per herd of livestock
were implemented on the Noble Founda-
tion properties. The major benefits, Dal-

Mixed Message? (rom page 85)

M ost res ea rch invol ving
rotational grazing has
been conducted using g

smallpaddocks.

“One of the basic tenets of
landscape ecology is that we
can’t necessarily apply what
we see on a smallscale to a

much larger scale.”

—Wayne Hanselka

rymple said, were improved quantity and
quality of forage plants and, ultimately, in-
creasedlivestock productyield per acre.

With higher stock density each of the
nultiple paddocks is grazed for a short
period, followed by rest. Dalrymple ex-
plainedthat animals gra ze less selectively,
so more plant species are utilized, indu d-
ing most weeds. Plant vigor among desir-
able perennial grasses improves, and pop-
ulations of annual weeds decline.

“With improved forage came increased
animal performance,” Dalrymple added.
“We've seen calves gain in excess of three
pounds per day on grass. That means
more pounds to sell.”

Sdentific proof?

All across the United States and around
the world, significant numbers of produc-
ers claim improved range condition, more
sustainable grazing enterprises and higher
profits have resulted from rotational graz-
ing practices. To date, however, there is little
scientific research to support their claims. If
anything, the gap between science and
practical experience has widened during
the last 20 years.

Researchers have made many attempts
to measure the merits of rotational systems
against continuous grazing Most studies
have concluded that continuous grazing is
no better or no worse than rotational graz-
ing in terms of livestock production.

Why does the conundrum persist? If
the benefits of rotational grazing are so in-
tuitively obvious to a good many produc-
ers and a growing number of ran ge scien-
tists, why can’t they be demonstrated
through research?

“I’m not a research scientist. My job is
to apply research to management,” says



Wayne Hanselka, Texas Cooperative Ex-
tensionrange specialist. “But one of the
basic tenets of landscapeecology is that we
can’t necessarily apply what we see on a
small scale to a mu ch larger scale”

Most research studies of rotational
grazing, Hanselka explains, have been car-
ried out through the use of small pad-
docks. Researchers have also used a small
pasture under continuous grazing for the
control treatment. This is inten ded to
mimic real-world, commercial operations.
But in the real world, continuous grazing
is usually applied to pastures that are
much larger.

In small, continuouslygrazed research
pastures, there is more even utilization of
forage than with continuous grazing in
large pastures. With the latter, because of
the greater expanse of acreageand free-
dom of movement, animals are more se-
lective in what they ch oose to eat. This re-
sults in more patch - grazing and the un-
even forage utilization for which continu-
ous grazing is most often criticized.

Hanselka says that experimental condi-
tions involving continuous grazing of
many small pastures may not be a fair rep-
resentation of what most often happens
on larger landscapes. He also worries that
s ome research has compared continuous
grazing at moderate or even conservative
stocking rates with rotational grazing at
heavier stocking rates.

“That’s kind of like comparing apples
and oranges,” Hanselka states.

Despite the lack of supportive formal
research, Hanselka believes rotational
grazing has proven its worth in practice.
Universityof Nebraska professor of agron-
omy and horticulture Walt Schacht agrees.
However, Schacht believes Holechek is
correct in saying continuous grazing can
be made to work. Range and pasture can
be maintained in good conditi onwith
continuous grazing if stocking rates are
kept at conservative to moderate levels
and if animals are well-distibuted. The
latter, however, can be hard to control.

“My bias is that with rotation grazing of
multiple pastures, managers have more
flexibility,” Sch acht says. “They can attempt
to con trol more variables. They can con trol
the time of year, duration and frequency of
grazing,as well as the stocking rate. And
theyhave better control over animal distri-
bution”

With properly managed rotational
grazing, plant communites should re-
spond favorably and provi de improved
range condition over time, Schacht adds.
That can provide higher carrying capaci-
ties for livestock and the abilityto produce
more pounds per acre. But when produc-
ers apply rotational grazing and see im-
proved forage and livestock production,
it’s not just because continuous grazing
was so bad. Often, Schacht says, it’s be-
cause the producers have become better
managers.

Perhaps grazing management is an art
as well as a science. Texas A&M University
rangdand ecologist Richard Teague says
science has tended to minimize differences
in research results, but there are huge dif-

ferences in the capabilities of people who
manage grazing lands.

“Attitude and capabilityare big factors.
And scientists and producers who say (cer-
tain practi ces) won't work of ten won’t go see
ranches where those practices are applied
with success,” Teague states. “Of course,
some people have managed to fail, usually
because they try to practi ce different meth-
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ods without really thinking about it. Most
tend to carry too many animals and remove
too mu ch vegetation. Successful managers
don’t do that”

Teague says some of the most valuable re-
sources available to producers are local
“grazing clubs.” Through these su pport
groups, graziers can consider all that science
has to of fer, but also share in the success and

failures of participants. Fortunately, Teague
notes, there are very good managers across
the country and around the world. And
while climate, landscapes and other circum-
stances may differ greatly among grazing op-
erations, producers and scientists may be
able to learn the most from people who are

making it work. A



