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Making Grazing Management Decisions 
some basic assumptions 

Livestock eat grass 
 
If they are not eating grass, you are not making money 
 
The objective is to maximize intake (gain/hd/d) 
 
 

http://jornada-g2.nmsu.edu/gallery/gallery/v/gibbens/74-29.jpg.html?g2_imageViewsIndex=1


Maximizing intake requires the correct stocking rate for the 
current forage conditions 

Forage supply fluctuates continuously—stocking rate is 
more difficult to adjust 



How Much Grass do I Have? 







How Much Grass am I Going to Have? 



Changes in CO2 concentration 



http://www.botany.hawaii.edu/faculty/webb/bot311/bot311-00/PSyn/PsynDark2.htm 

Elevated CO2 effects on plants 

Cool season plants 

Warm season plants 



ELEVATED CO2 EFFECTS ON FORAGE QUALITY 

 

The negative effects of elevated CO2 on forage quality are likely to be greater than the 
positive effects on quantity, because quality drops to critically low levels that can inhibit 
utilization of the quantity that is available. Milchunas et al 2005 



ELEVATED CO2 EFFECTS ON LIVESTOCK PERFORMANCE 

A future high CO2 world seems destined to reduce individual animal performance 
…because of reduced intake of lower quality forage. 

Owensby et al 1996 



How much grass can I harvest sustainably? 
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Making Drought Decisions 

“It is obvious that grasslands, weakened by over- grazing during wet cycles are 
extremely sensitive to deficient soil moisture when drought strikes. Loss on heavily 
grazed ranges often was nearly double' that on those moderately grazed and 
frequently more than double the amount on the nongrazed grasslands “.  Albertson, 
Tomanek and Riegel 1957 

Percent drought loss, on heavily grazed (HG), moderately (MG), and nongrazed 
(NG) ranges 1933-1952.  
 
St. Francis   Sharon Springs   Rozel /Coldwater  
HG   MG    NG   HG    MG    NG   HG      MG   NG  
97    88      63          84     47      15    90       56     50 



How much grass can I harvest sustainably? 
 

Condition class/time  

%
 d

e
si

ra
b
le

 s
pe

ci
e
s 

co
m

po
si

ti
on

 

    Poor                   Fair                    Good                   Excellent  

“By 1951, cover had increased to 95% and yield was nearly 3,000 lb/A. 
However, by 1955-after 4 years of drought-both cover and yield had been 
reduced approximately 50%. “ 



Making Drought Decisions 

Short grass prairie is exceptionally resilient to livestock grazing 
 
We have a very good working knowledge of the relationship 
between soil/vegetation and rainfall-both in the short term and the 
long term 
 
We have a very good working knowledge of the relationship 
between forage quality/quantity and livestock performance 
 
The challenge is adjusting livestock numbers in the short term to 
optimize livestock and financial performance 
 
  


