Think Twice Before Overgrazing Pastures

MANHATTAN, Kan. — A long, dry stretch through the Plains has livestock producers looking for alternative ways to stretch their feed resources or look for alternatives, and a Kansas State University agronomist has some suggestions.

“While not usually a desirable choice, feeding cattle in dry lot situations will help improve long-term grass production,” said grazing land management specialist Paul Ohlenbusch. “With little or no grazing pressure this summer, the grasses will have the opportunity to grow when moisture is available and can start rebuilding for the future.”

Kansas, like many states through the Plains and Southwest, has been in a drought. Spring rains greatly improved eastern areas, but western Kansas and portions of Nebraska, Oklahoma, Colorado, Texas, New Mexico and Utah are still very dry.

“There are commercial companies preparing various feeds for use in ‘stretching’ native grass pastures in dry areas this summer,” Ohlenbusch said.

While that looks like a good idea, it will actually reduce the condition of the best grasses in the pasture even more and not encourage use of the less palatable grasses.

“When cattle are fed on grass during the growing season, they are inclined to go through the pasture every day looking for new growth on the most palatable grasses. These grasses are the most productive and will be heavily overgrazed under the worst (dry) conditions,” he said.

Less palatable grasses will not be grazed and will become more competitive, helping to reduce the best grasses. The result in the following years will be the loss of many of the best grass plants, leading to reduced forage production and quality - and forcing the cattle to use less palatable species.

“The critical part of the growing season for most grasses is mid-July to early December,” the agronomist said. “Plant nutrient reserves are stored in the lower stems, plant crowns and upper roots. These are critical to the plant to produce the first leaves in the spring.”

Since plants can only make food in their leaves, it is critical that reserves are available in the late winter to early spring to grow the first leaves. Storage that takes place during the mid-July to early December period provides the reserves. The more leaves (leaf area) left during dry times, the better the storage will be.

If dry lot feeding is not an option, he said producers should consider finding good pasture in areas with better growing conditions. As an aid to doing this, the Kansas Farm Bureau and K-State Research and Extension are working together to provide a Web site for people who need pasture and those with pasture to link up.


