Pasture Rest and Dairying
By Kate Yegerlehner

	With only a few days of milking left before drying off for the year and part of the herd already moved to the winter pasture, we are all eagerly awaiting the slightly slower pace that winter usually brings around here.  Ahh, the benefits of seasonal dairying!  I highly recommend it.
	This marks the second year we’ve practiced mob grazing, or high stock density grazing… or whatever our version of these would be called.  Our herds are only moderate in size, but big enough to achieve some trampling.  The nurse cows and calves form one group, the yearling heifers and steers another, and the lactating cows we milk daily comprise the third.
  Amalgamation would be ideal for efficiency of grazing and trampling (and resting pastures) but it would either result in yearlings reengaging in the practice of nursing or a greatly diminished supply of harvested milk for dairy processing since grafted calves are no respecter of cow…they wouldn’t feel the need to limit their milk source to a single nurse cow.  A full udder on a compliant cow is fair game in their books.  I haven’t attempted incorporating the milk cow and yearling groups.  That might have potential but would likely impede cow flow during the milking process.
	Our pastures are divided into approximately 10-acre rectangular plots with single-strand high tensile perimeter electric fence.  These paddocks are further subdivided with polywire.  We usually move the lactating cows twice a day, the heifers once.  Several plots have multiple water source points (buried water line with snap-in couplers for portable water tanks), but many only have one entrance point.  Having to move the milk cows in and out of the field daily meant that they had access for several days to what had already been grazed.  I finally realized this summer how detrimental that was to the plants.  Not only did it leave them slightly weakened, but also reduced the competition against weeds.  I think this contributed greatly to the dense stand of weeds in several fields this year.
	Once I truly grasped the significance of this simple yet profound insight, spending a little more time to set up a backfence and create a temporary lane seemed a perfectly logical solution.  I believe this will go a long way next year in reducing weed competition because it is the quality of the rest period between grazings that will strengthen the grass sward and increase its density.
	For the past two years we have been grazing the pastures more mature.  I believe this is a critical component of successful mob or high stock density grazing, though neither label alludes very clearly to this.  It is critical for two main reasons.  One, the maturity of the plants has great bearing on the pace at which soil fertility is built and plant health improves.  Also, the cows’ digestive health is optimized, evidenced by the consistency of the manure.  And when digestion works right, many other body processes fall in line as well.  For example, the only cases of milk fever we’ve had the past few years have occurred during cold spring days when freshening cows were grazing short, lush growth without adequate dry matter.  Last spring was quite cool and I had to graze pastures that were too young because the grass wasn’t growing much.  But keeping some grass hay in front of the cows during that period helped us to avoid any cases of milk fever.
	I have learned a few things not to do in mob grazing dairy cows.  As mentioned, a couple of them are to avoid grazing regrowth as much as possible and using caution with amalgamation.  Another is that allowing the cows to consume too much of the plant litter instead of leaving a trampled covering invites weeds to germinate.  Apparently even when conditions are not muddy.  Additionally, forcing lactating cows or calves to clean everything up will result in an unnecessary drop in production or slower growth, at least in my experience.
	Like the previous year, 2009 brought an overabundance of moisture here in west central Indiana during the first 4-5 months of the growing season.  Though cooler than average, grass growing conditions were good, and the cows didn’t miss the oppressive heat at all.  Still, average production per cow was about the same.  Body condition was improved, however.  Particularly among the nurse cows, which have noticeably lower BCS than the milk cows.  I think they looked the best this year they ever have, and I attribute this to improved grazing management and more frequent moves.
	Now you might be curious about the pasture rotation cycle and length of rest period.  Fortunately I got smart and started keeping records this year of when the pastures were grazed, so I actually have numbers and patterns to share.
	From mid-March through May the rest period was less than 60 days.  Keep in mind that especially in April the cows were grazing pastures before they were mature enough.  Throughout the summer and early fall it varied from about 60 to as many as 90 days.
	In a previous article I described the benefits of summer fallowing we have been reaping since 1999.  In keeping with this practice, I let about 20 acres get skipped in the rotation in order to allow them to achieve full maturity.  Both were grazed early in the spring.  One had been stockpiled the previous fall; the other was one that had been grazed in the spring before it was ready.  The rest period in these fields ended up just shy of 120 days, and both were grazed by the heifers.  One looked good enough for milk cows.  Except for a resilient patch of Canada thistle, weed pressure is almost nil in both right now.
	One of our pastures in a creek bottom has a lot of bluegrass.  This summer it had just as much or more ragweed.  I put the milk cows in there in September, over 90 days since animals last came off of it.  The ragweeds had competed heavily, shading out a lot of grass.  The green that was there had a lot of dead grass mixed in.  Let’s just say it wasn’t healthy for milk production.  They did rebound fairly well in a better pasture, but I should have put heifers in that field instead of lactating cows.  Incidentally, this bluegrass/ragweed pasture had about the shortest rest of any between the first and second grazings at just over 30 days.  I feel this played a significant role in the weed germination.  And if it hadn’t been for the weed competition, the grass quality likely would have been much better at 90 days.
	With the lactating animals, this 60-80 day pasture maturity seemed to fall along that line of harmonizing digestive health and milk production on our farm this year.  It could be a different number next year.  We observe, we hypothesize, and we act accordingly, knowing that if the results are less than desired that just means there’s more to learn.  It isn’t easy to find that healthy balance where milk production, good digestion, and maximum improvement in soil or pasture fertility all work in tandem.  But the search is an adventure that has rewards far beyond our expectations.
We have not done any Brix testing on our forages, but I can judge forage quality (and soil fertility to some degree) by milk production.  A little experience with grazing enables one to visibly assess pasture quality to a certain extent.  And of course the cows themselves are good barometers by their selectivity.  I think they even discern chemicals like pesticides and fertilizers.  I have observed them show preference to a 3-year-old square bale from our own untreated pastures to newer hay from a neighbor’s rotated conventional row crop/hayfield.  Also, the low area in our pasture that experiences some runoff from a neighboring corn/soybean field seems to be their least favorite part of the pasture.
 This year on our farm, the ideal pasture quality for our lactating cows was available after a rest period of 60 to 80 days (this would certainly be influenced by temperature and moisture conditions).  But I theorize that as soil fertility continues to abound, one result will be that the forages will maintain their quality (sugar content) longer.
At the beginning I mentioned that part of the herd is already at the winter pasture (eighty acres of reclaimed ground three miles up the road).  Usually I move all the cows, heifers, and steers at once but I was running out of grass here on the home farm to feed the non-lactating animals.  This, I am convinced, was because of the immense weed problem (namely cockleburs) this year that greatly reduced grass production in several pastures this fall.  We don’t spray and we didn’t mow, and we are possibly the topic of conversation at times in local coffeeshop talk on account of the number of burs to be seen standing in our pastures along the road.  I mean, it even bothers me a little!  And I really get tired of picking them out of my dog.  But I am convinced that refined grazing management and adequate rest can make enough of a difference in weed prevention next year that the results will be nothing short of miraculous.  Oh, maybe all the pastures won’t be weed-free, but a perfectly manicured landscape is not the goal.  We just long to play a part in the restoration of all creation.  From soil and water to the people whose lives we intersect.  It’s a grassroots movement.  Literally.  Join in, won’t you?
