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De51gn1ng a grazmg
management plan for
Colorado ranches

J. S. Mugphy and L, qu B.oa,f,hiv

Quick Facts ,
A 'Ur’azing’ management plan is a program
~of action designed to secure the best
practlcable use of forage resources. -
Gra,zmg management plans are 1mporta,nt h
‘to 1mpr0ve or maintain range condi-
~tion, improve forage harvest efficiency
by livestock and optimize plant a.nd
- animal performance. '
A well-designed grazing management plan
helpsachiéve management goals speci-
fied by the operator; is based on and
suited to the physiological and repro-
ductive reguirements of the forage
plants; minimizes detrimental effects
‘on-animal performance, producos eco-
nomic benefits to the operator and is
practical, fliexible and simple to operq.te

Grazing management is the manipulation of
livestock grazing to achieve a desired set of
results. In rangeland situations, grazing man-
agement aims for an optimal eombination of sus-
tainable fevels of range forage and lvestock pro-
duction. This is accomplished through a grazing
management plan that is a program of action
designed to secure the best pmctzwa,ble use of for-
age resouices.

P‘}annmg is'as important to the hveszoek pm

ducticn enterprises as it is to'any other business

venture. A plan must be formulated to meet both
the requirements of the animal and the plants
while ensuring that there is anet financial benefit
to the operator. Requirements of the plant and tie
animal change dynamieslily through the seasons
which intposes a need for the rnanager to under-
gtand. these changes and their interactions to
build an sffective grazing management program.
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Pla,nmng will 1mprove or maintain ra,nge
producmvxty allow for effective and efficient use
of the forage resource; provide stable and depend-
ablelivestock gains while ensuring the opportun-
1tv for proﬁtablhty

Elements

Thc specxﬁc details of grazmg management
plans will differ from ranch to ranch.Even so, all
grazing management plans, no matter where they
are developed and implemented, should address
fourbasic concerns: 1) When should. grazing begin
during the year?; 2)-How many animals will be
grazed on the range?; 3) When should these ani-
mals be moved from-one pasiure to another?; and
4) Where will the animals be moved to? A good

grazing management plan details the kind or

combinations of livestock bestsuited to the range
forage resources; the optimal stocking rate, the
optimal grazing intensity, the best seasonof graz-
ing, and the methods used to achieve good animal
distribution over the range. -

Effective grazing management plansare based
on a minimum of five essential considerations.
Firsta good plan is designed to achieve specific
goals defined by the operator. These goals vary
from reducing weed and poisonous plant prob-
lems to maintaining the plant communities in a
desired stage of development.

Second, a good plan is based on and suited o

1 physiological and reproductive requirements
af the forage plants. Even though grassesare well
adapted to grazing, grazing does subject the plant
to stress. Good planning allows control over the
number of times a plant is grazed ( frequency} and
the amount of leaf material that remains after
grazing {(intenszity). A well thought-out pla,n also
a,llows grazeé plants the opportunity o regrow
Wuh little chance of bﬂmg gruzed again in the
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Third, a good gra.zmgma.na.gement pian should

m;mmize any detrimental impact on animal per-
formance. Performance is determined by animal

nutrition, health and genetics Grazmg manage-

oombma,tlon Forage quantlty refers to the a.mount -

of forage available to the grazing animal. Even
though a pasture may produce several thousand
pounds of plant material, that does not necessar-
ily mean that animals have a lot to eat. Ammal
choices among forage plants are always made in
terms of what is available when the. ch010° is
made. The choice has little to do with how many
total pounds of grass per acre the land produces;
rather it is based on the amount and guality of
preferred forage available. Forage quality refers
to the coficentration of nutrients in the'herbage to
be consumed. Quality varies with a number of
factors including plant species, growth- stage,
soil, climate and grazing management. A plan
that provides animals with the opportunity to
selectively choose what they graze will depress
animal performance less than one that does not.
Fourth, the plap must produce tangible eco-
nomic benefits tothe producer. Control of grazing
animals often requires expensive fencing and
water developments that may be essential to
achieve uniform livestock distribution and in-
creased forage harvest efficiency. All costs pro-
duced by the plan must be covered by increased
forage production, increased forage availability,
orsome form(s)ofincreased animal productivity.
. Pinally, the plan must be practical, reasona-
bly simple and flexible enoughtc allow for adjust-
mentis necessary because of annunal fluctuations
in forage production and to allow for handling
different classes of animals as needs arise.

Design and Impﬂlementation

Three factors can be manipulated to design
endimplement a grazing management plan: time,
animal nuinbers and area. Time refersto the dura-
tion that animals stay on one grazing area before
they are moved. To illustrate the effect of time,
imagine 10 cows grazing in a 100-acre pasture. If
the cattle grazed that pasture for one month, more
forage is available to each animal than if they
grazed in that same pasture for two months. In
general, if animal number and grazing area remain

constant, shortening grazing time makes more
forage available to any one animal per unit of
time. The opportunity for all animals to graze
gselectively therefore increases. Lengthening time
produces the opposite effect. Time also influences
the frequency and intensity of grazing by altering
thie opportunity for animalsio graze plantregrowth
or graze plants to a shorter height.
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Ammal number refers. to the number of ani-
mals onthe grazing area. Three terms are used to-
premsely describe animal numbers: carrying
capamty, stockmg rate and stockmg densltv

Carrymg‘ ca.pac:ty ‘the maximum stocking
rate possxble without-causing damage to vegeta-
tionand soil. The exactvalue of carrying capacity
is d]fncult lf not -mposmble to determine accu-
pacity will vary from year to
conditions; its actual value
therefore is dictated by nature. Fortunately, it is
ot necessary to determine the exacti value of car-
rying capacity todesignand implement a grazm &
plan. An approximation will suffice. '

Stocking rate is the area of land alloited to
each animal for some grazing period during the
year. In general, usage stocking rates specify the
amount of land allotted to each animal for a speci-
fied length of time. Stocking rates are sét by the
operator when designing a grazing management .
plan. They should never exceed carrying capacity.

Stocking density is the number of animals on
an area of specified size at any instant in time. It is
1mportant to understand the difference between
stocking rate and stocking density. If a pasture is
subdivided into 10 units and animals are allowed
to graze only one of these units (or “paddocks™) at
o time, sﬁockmg density on any one paddock is 10
times greater than on the whole pasture. Stocking
rate remains unchanqed however. Therefore, at
any particular stocking rate, stocking density is
increased by decreasmg paddock gize and de-
creased. by increasing paddock size.

S:tockm gdensity changes the relative amount
of forage on offer and increases the efficiency of
forage use. [t manipulates the evenness of graz-
ing use and the diversity of plant choices. Caution
must be exsrcised with high livestock densities
when forage guantity or quality are limited. High
densities during these periods cause adverse
impacts'on livestock productivity.

The optimal stocking rate is generally the
first issue addressed in a management plan. The
optimal stocking rate 1) provides a high net
return per acre; 2} minimizes yvear-to-year varia-
tions in dollar returns; and 3) maintains or
improves range condition..

In actual practice the opfimum stocking rate
is somewhere near a moderate level of stocking.
At this lsvel, forage demand is moderate in rela-
tion to fomge supply. Further, animal perfor-
mance remains high and relatively constant from
light to moderate levels but above that reaches a
threshold where perfo*‘manr‘e declines, This ex-
tremely important relationship aifec?s the forag‘e
plants as well as animals.

Once a moderate level of stockmg isdefinedin
relation to forage supply (this determination is
made each year at a minimum), decide how to
contrel time and manipulate grazing area in time
and space to 1} maximize the animal’s opportun-
ity to select its diet: 2) control the fregquency and
intensity of grazing; and 3) provide plants with an
opportunity to regrow after grazing.




