
	  

	  

	  
Pasture Management 

By	  John	  McGregor,	  MFGA	  Extension	  Support	  

In days past, pasture for the most part was considered wasteland, low land, bush, etc. - 
land unfit to grow annual crops. Today, a lot of the pasture land has been lost to annual 
crop production. The land remaining and some of the annual production land now needs 
to be managed in such a way as to maximize production while keeping costs low. 

There are countless books, manuals and forage meetings that promote pasture 
management and while all of them are different, they are also the same. The key 
message that comes through with all of them is Grazing Frequency.   

Cattle should not be moved from pasture to pasture simply by the calendar, but based 
on the growth rate of the pasture and the specific height of forage. In the spring, when 
forages are growing rapidly, rotate pastures quickly (4 days or less),grazing to a higher 
height 15 to 20 cm (6-8") but sufficient to avoid heading and physiological maturity of 
the forage. As summer progresses and grass growth rate declines, decrease the 
frequency of rotation. Allow the cattle to graze the grass to as low as 10 cm (4"), thereby 
increasing the rest period between grazings. Slowing the rotation enables a feed 
reserve to be carried from periods of rapid growth to periods of slower growth. The final 
grazing should allow 5 to 7.5 cm (2-3") of carryover for rapid growth the next spring.  

Since one-half to three-quarters of the annual production generally occurs by the first 
week of July, there is usually an excess of forage relative to the number of livestock 
grazing during the late spring period. If the pasture is not clipped, growth stops after 
heading occurs. On large continuously grazed pastures, heading may be more 
prominent because of selective grazing. Smaller pastures are easier to manage 
correctly.  
 
Mechanical clipping can be used to remove stems and heads, but retain the leaves for 
rapid photosynthesis. Clipping after grazing also provides for more uniform re-growth, 
resulting in less selective grazing and better survival of the original forage mixture. The 
alternative to clipping is to leave one or two pastures out of the rotation after initial 
spring grazing and to stockpile the forage for hay, emergency use or fall use.  
 
It is better to defer grazing one or two pastures to maintain high quality in the remaining 
pastures. The deferred pastures need not be grazed all at once since the performance 
of young stock may be reduced. In the fall, mature cows can effectively clean up these 
pastures and still gain weight.  
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Pasture shortages normally start to appear mid-July to mid-August. The following 
factors should be considered in eliminating pasture shortages and preventing 
overgrazing:  

! use second growth hay field for pasture 
! use annual crops such as late seeded oats, fall rye seeded in early August or spring 

seeded fall rye, or annual rye grass 
! reduce stocking rates (cull cows or sell yearlings) before the shortages occur. 
 

For more information on grazing go to:  

Grazing Tame Pastures Effectively 
http://www1.agric.gov.ab.ca/$department/deptdocs.nsf/all/agdex113 

Manage Early Spring Grazing 
http://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/production/forages/manage-early-spring-
grazing.html  

 

 

 

	  


