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ART & SCIENCE OF 
GRAZING MANAGEMENT

Doug Spencer
Rangeland Management Specialist

Marion, Kansas
douglas.spencer@ks.usda.gov

Helping People Help the Land

Science Art

Why Management-intensive Grazing (MiG)?

• Livestock “intensively graze” by nature…

Why Management-intensive Grazing (MiG)?

• Only you can “intensively MANAGE”

This is NOT the Goal! What is Management-intensive Grazing?
• A goal driven approach to managing grassland resources for long 

term sustainability

• Lifestyle
• Economic
• Environmental
• Production
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Grazing Management 

• Why consider MiG or prescribed grazing?

• Relative Cost of Feed for Ruminants (cost per lb of gain)

• Feed Lot - $0.70-$0.80

• Pasture - $0.40-$0.45

 Eliminate or at least minimize the tires and iron that come 
between the feed and the livestock

 Cows have 4 legs and a rumen for a reason

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Meet the nutritional needs of the livestock from 
standing pasture

• Optimize pasture yield, quality, and persistence

• Maintain or enhance the natural resource base

• Integrate appropriate technology and knowledge into 
a practical/profitable system

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Meet the nutritional needs of the livestock from 
standing pasture

• Availability 
• Proper stocking rates
• Plant recovery and grazing system design

• Quality
• Proper management

• Matching the grazer to the resource
• Time of Use
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Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 
• Stocking rate:  The number of animals or animal live-weight 

assigned to a grazing unit on a seasonal basis           

• Carrying capacity:  The stocking rate that provides a target 
level of performance while maintaining the integrity of the 
resource base

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 
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Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Proper Stocking Rate

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Forage Production

• Total available forage for the grazing unit
• Plant species/diversity
• Fertility – healthy soil
• Soils/suitability
• Pasture condition/health
• Complementary forage systems
• Weather

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Utilization Rate

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Factors Affecting Utilization Rate
Length of Grazing (Paddock #’s)
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Figure 1.  Impact of distance from water on temporal utilization
                rate in rectangular 10 acre paddocks.

R-square=.89

Water Location

Type of Livestock

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Daily Intake – 3% of Body Weight
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Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Daily Intake – 3% of Body Weight

• Intake 
• 75% Availability 
• 25% Quality

• Affected by:
• Time Spent Grazing
• Biting Rate
• Bite Size
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Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

Length of Grazing Season

• Cow-calf, sheep, goats, horses - think 365 days

• Grass-based dairy - 240-270 days

• Short-season stockers - 90-240 days (flexibility)

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Optimize pasture 
yield, quality, and 
persistence

Little 
Bluestem

Left Middle Right

Initial 
Height

6” 2.5” 0.5 - 1.5”

New Leaf 
Growth 
(grams)

30.22 12.89 1.87

New Root 
Growth 
(grams)

4.7 1.72 .33

% Leaf 
Growth

100% 42.7% 6.2%

% Root
Growth

100% 36.6% 7.0%

Transplanted into fertilized, well-watered soil 
on May 17th and grown for 6 weeks.

Weaver, J. E., "Effects of Different Intensities of Grazing on 
Depth and Quantity of Roots of Grasses" (1950). 
Agronomy & Horticulture -- Faculty Publications. Paper 505.

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Optimize pasture yield, quality, and persistence

I II III

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Optimize pasture 
yield, quality, and 
persistence

Little Bluestem

Weaver, J. E., "Effects of Different Intensities of Grazing on 
Depth and Quantity of Roots of Grasses" (1950). 
Agronomy & Horticulture -- Faculty Publications. Paper 505.

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Maintain or enhance the natural resource base

• Soil

• Water

• Air

• Plants

• Animals

• Humans/Energy

Energy Capture 
& Flow

Sunlight

“Energy”

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 
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Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Maintain or enhance the natural resource base

OR

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Maintain or enhance the natural resource base

OR

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Maintain or enhance the natural resource base

OR

December 2013

March 2009

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Integrate appropriate technology and knowledge into 
a practical/profitable system

What do you 
need?

Fundamentals of Successful Grazing Management 

• Meet the nutritional needs of the livestock from standing pasture

• Optimize pasture yield, quality, and persistence

• Maintain or enhance the natural resource base

• Integrate appropriate technology and knowledge into a 
practical/profitable system

Goals of the Workshop:

• Provide Ideas on Inventorying Your Current System

• Offer Realistic Ways of Intensifying your MANAGEMENT

• Network & Answer Questions

Non-Discrimination Statement
In accordance with Federal civil rights law and U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) civil rights regulations and 
policies, the USDA, its Agencies, offices, and employees, and institutions participating in or administering USDA 
programs are prohibited from discriminating based on race, color, national origin, religion, sex, gender identity 
(including gender expression), sexual orientation, disability, age, marital status, family/parental status, income 
derived from a public assistance program, political beliefs, or reprisal or retaliation for prior civil rights activity, in any 
program or activity conducted or funded by USDA (not all bases apply to all programs). Remedies and complaint 
filing deadlines vary by program or incident. 

Persons with disabilities who require alternative means of communication for program information (e.g., Braille, large 
print, audiotape, American Sign Language, etc.) should contact the responsible Agency or USDA’s TARGET Center 
at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TTY) or contact USDA through the Federal Relay Service at (800) 877-
8339. Additionally, program information may be made available in languages other than English.
To file a program discrimination complaint, complete the USDA Program Discrimination Complaint Form, AD-3027, 
found online at How to File a Program Discrimination Complaint and at any USDA office or write a letter addressed to 
USDA and provide in the letter all of the information requested in the form. To request a copy of the complaint form, 
call
(866) 632-9992. 
Submit your completed form or letter to USDA by:
(1) mail: U.S. Department of Agriculture

Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights
1400 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, D.C. 20250-9410;

(2) fax: (202) 690-7442; or
(3) email: program.intake@usda.gov. 

USDA is an equal opportunity provider, employer, and lender.


