
Using Forage Effectively for 
Beef ProdiKftion 

What is optimum forage use? Producers will need to 
define it for themselves. A qualitative definition might be: 
grazing in a manner that range plant health is maintained 
or improved, while the largest amount of useful animal 
product is produced over a sustained time period. A short- 
ened version might be "getting the most from the re- 
source while maintaining its productive potential." 

Research studies in many states reaffirm that op- 
timum use of range forage results from a mixture of the 
right numbers of animals (grazing pressure), the cor- 
rect time period or season of use, the best overall distri- 
bution of animals, and the best-suited kind and class of 
grazing animals. Information learned through range man- 
agement planning is necessary to apply these four graz- 
ing principles correctly. 

Studies show further that the amount and form of 
herbage left after completion of grazing is more important 
than stopping grazing when a certain percent utilization 
by species has been achieved. It is important for one pri- 
mary reason—optimum economic returns over a period of 
years will be at a particular point in terms of residue or 
herbage left. There is an optimum amount of plant mate- 
rial to maintain the plant community and provide soil- 
plant stability, also. The figure illustrates the principle 
when season-long grazing was used over a 19-year period. 
Note that maximum gains per head, per acre and eco- 
nomic returns per acre do not occur at the same level of 
grazing pressure. Development of such relationships for 
each range unit would help greatly in designing a better 
overall management program. 

So—manage grazing according to how much is left, 
not how much is taken. Forage plants grow, reproduce, 
and go dormant throughout the year. Forage quality be- 
gins at a highly digestible level in early season, reaches an 
optimum level of nutrient productivity in mid season, and 
declines during dormancy. Animals require forage intakes 
of varying quantity and quality, based on physiological 
demand. Mixing and matching these three components is 
the key to obtaining optimum forage use. 

Regardless of location and ecological type, the forage 
cycle has at least four periods: (1) early growth, damp 
soils, high succulence, low daily productivity (easy to 
have demand exceed supply); (2) beginning of rapid 
growth, where demand and supply are about equal; (3) 
flush of growth, where supply exceeds demand; and (4) 
dormancy, where there is no new growth and lowered 
feed value. 

Highest animal production occurs in Period 3. Each 
producer should calculate when these periods or phases 
occur for each range and pasture unit. By doing so, pro- 
ducers are in a position to match the demand and supply. 

Simply put, range readiness is that time after which 
forage plants can safely sustain proper grazing without 
negative effects. It is a concept that long has been used 
but may no longer be important if intensive enough graz- 
ing management can occur. A serious problem with appli- 
cation of the concept is the variation from year to year 
in range readiness. Reports indicate readiness varies more 
than 6 weeks in different years on native ranges. Manage- 
ment must develop means to cope with this high variation. 
These are discussed in another publication on Grazing 
Management. 

Forage Use Will Depend On— 
• TERRAIN OR TOPOGRAPHY. Cattle, as a rule, are lazy 

and do not climb hills unless they must, and not well until 
they become acclimated to them. Thus, steeper areas will 
be undergrazed when the bottoms are correctly grazed. 
Using fencing to separate similar terrain areas sometimes 
is effective. Yearling cattle will graze steep areas better 
than cows and calves. 

• VEGETATION TYPE. Cattle will not graze shrub types 
of range as evenly as grass types during the growing sea- 
son. Fall and winter grazing on shrubs should increase the 
proportions of grass, since grasses should be less pre- 
ferred or not as available at that season. 
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• AVAILABILITY OF STOCK WATER. On level ranges, cat- 
tle will go as far as 4 miles for water, but distances as 
much as 2 miles will severely limit use. When com- 
bined with either steep or long slopes, forage occurring 
more than M to ^ mile from water will receive very little 
use unless the range is overused at closer distances. 

• CLASS OF ANIMAL. Younger animals will range over 
steeper terrain and farther from water than cows with or 
without calves. Similarly, dry cows will utilize forage far- 
ther from water, on slopes, and in timber, better than wet 
cows. 

Determining use 
There are two major purposes for use determina- 

tions. First, only by knowing where areas of differential 
utilization occur can you design plans to make better and 
more efficient use of your range resources. Second, overuse 
or misuse is the greatest contributor to either range deteri- 
oration or the lack of improvement in range condition. 
Knowledge and a record of forage utilization by area, 
coupled with periodic assessments of range condition, will 
be indispensable as keys to long-range planning. 

If good past records are available, and the grazing 
plan developed for the area works well, future utilization 
checks will be used as much to check cattle as for forage. 
Make notes by date and species. Each season is different 
enough so that building a record will add significantly to 
your knowledge for use in the future. 

After stock are removed from a pasture, make a use 
map showing areas of proper use, no use, underuse, and 
overuse. This will be desirable in designing the next sea- 

son's grazing plans. If the pastures are large, the use maps 
are an aid in determining where further range develop- 
ments might be needed. Watering locations in areas of 
underuse or no use are like buying more forage. Subdi- 
vision by fencing may be necessary to accomplish that 
purpose also. 
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Optimum animal production is neither with maximum gains per 
unit area nor per head. Moderate stocking provides most re- 
turns in the short run and assures continued high yields of for- 
age. Reproduced with permission from fiange Management, 
Stoddart, Smith, and Box, McGraw Hill, 1975, p. 273. 


