Mob Grazing Observations

By Kate Yegerlehner


After reading the glowing reports about mob grazing, we couldn’t resist experimenting with it on our dairy farm.  All in all we have been pleased, but there have been some drawbacks and learning curves.  We observe a lot around here, but don’t always know why we’re seeing what we do.  So I will share our experiences so far—good and bad—recognizing that my full understanding is, as my grandpa used to say, “down the road apiece-aways.”


We currently have some minor limitations with our setup.  Most of our pastures are divided into 10-acre paddocks, which we subdivide with polywire.  Our herd size is such that it takes several days to get through a pasture once dry matter starts increasing dramatically.  Several of the pastures have multiple water hook-ups, which allow for a backfence but a few have only one location in the front corner of the field.  If the pasture has any measurable regrowth, getting the back part of the field grazed down hard is more challenging.  Additionally, we must move the milk cow herd to the barn daily for milking and each field has one exit location, so backfencing is not as feasible as for the nurse cow herd.  However, it does seem that regrowth comes more slowly when the pasture has been chewed down to “the nubbins.”


We have combined groups as much as possible to increase the herd size.  All the 2-year-old steers are with the milk cows.  In late May or early June I put the nurse cow herd and the yearling heifers and steers together.  This created another frustration, as several of the yearlings decided to help themselves to the milk supply in front of them.  To curtail that, we reinstated the weaning rings in their noses.  I theorize that teaching them as babies to suckle on other cows removed some boundaries of what is natural and proper!  When weaning time arrives for this year’s calves I don’t know if I’ll have two year’s worth of animals with weaning rings in their noses or not!


We have been abundantly blessed with moisture this year, passing our yearly rainfall average by June.  I certainly wish we could have shared some of the surplus with those of you who need it!  I for one would rather be too wet than too dry.  That said, conditions have not always been ideal for high stock density in the pasture.  We tried to balance getting the mature grass chewed/ tromped down with not pugging it up too much, but there was just too much mud.  Consequently, we have several fields with very healthy stands of ragweed, and an arch nemesis, the cocklebur.  Cows will strip ragweeds, but they don’t seem inclined to touch the cocklebur plants.  Which leaves trompling or mowing for control.


The fields that were grazed when it was not so extremely wet fared considerably better.  One of the recent fields we grazed, very mature, has an impressive stand of new grass seedlings coming in.  


Whether it’s due to the amount of moisture or the grazing management or a combination thereof, I don’t know, but it has been exciting to see how quickly the earthworms have gone through the manure piles.  That is certainly a sign of good things to come!

It has been staggering to see the density of some of the forages in fields that didn’t get grazed for a couple months.  There appears to be great potential for much more utilization if we can increase the stocking density.  This is a challenge that will take time to meet, as we try as much as possible to maintain a closed herd and prefer to grow from the inside out.  I know we are wasting forage because of the amount that is getting mashed down, and also because of the behavior of the animals.  Based on what I have heard, mob-grazed animals behave differently because of the level of competition for food.  There is no time for complaining or milling about, looking for the choicest bites.  You eat, or you don’t get filled up!  My cows still mill and complain.

I could crank things back a little more and teach the animals how to graze more efficiently, but that brings me to one of the greatest challenges we’ve discovered.  A challenge of paramount importance on a dairy farm… milk production.  It was not surprising that milk production would drop in this style of grazing management because a) cows are grazing the whole plant, having to work more for their food and b) the grass is more (in some cases much more) mature.  Perhaps I just wasn’t prepared for how much it would drop.  Early in the season milk production peaked close to our peak last year.  By July it was down to half of peak.  Usually we don’t get quite that far down until about October.  I’m sure milk solids have increased, which is positive for cheese and butter production, but not overly helpful for our “pet milk” market.  Because increased forage density should allow us to carry more cows on the same number of acres, milking a few more cows will likely be our solution for increasing fluid milk volume.

It seems to me that it wasn’t until the cows started grazing some really mature pastures (in which the seedheads and stalks were already brown) that milk production took the biggest nosedive.  I believe that grazing pastures that are mature but not turning brown may not get as much milk as those lush spring forages, but it still improves their digestion, as we saw the positive change in manure solidity.  Dad threw out a theory that I’m excited to test, as well: the possibility that conception rates will be improved due to less protein imbalance and the accompanying higher blood urea levels.  So perhaps with the dairy cattle I need to ideally keep the rotation going fast enough to graze the pastures before they are too mature.  In the past, we’ve been able to utilize the heifers and any dry cows for grazing the really rank pastures, or weedy fields.  This year they’re mixed in with nurse cows and baby calves, who still need a good amount of quality forage in their diets.

Our steers are fattening out remarkably well.  The late-calving dry cows jiggle when they walk, they’ve put on so much body condition.  The early calves (first month to 6 weeks’ worth—I think the later calves have too much competition for their milk) look good, as do the yearlings.  I think the nurse cows’ body condition seems comparable to last year.  But for some reason the milk cows seem like their BCS is slightly lower this year.  Usually there is a visible difference between them and the nurse cows, and I don’t see that this year.  I’m not sure what to attribute that to.


It has been a year when we have been even more thankful for the cushion grass farming provides against the harshness of nature.  Even though mud has made things challenging, we were not at an impasse when repeated flooding rains came.  The pastures still grew with something cows can keep eating, and though we’ve still got hay to make we weren’t waiting for things to dry out to get crops in the ground, or to replant, or to re-replant.  We didn’t have tons of topsoil floating on down the river (although we have some of our neighbor’s in our pastures now).  And even if it turns dry, we’ve got green pastures to graze for weeks and weeks to come.  There is a lot to be said for permanent green.  In the short term, it protects the land.  Long term, it can help heal it.


