Pasture Rest

R

esting pasture for a considerable while after it
has been grazed allows for regrowth of the pasture
plants both above and below ground. Besides this
very obvious reason, it also allows the pasture
plants to recover from grazing, meaning it can take
up nutrients and build reserves to stay vigorous. In
contrast, continuous grazing in a set-stock setting
will weaken the plants and lead to a lot less
productivity. Certain productive plant species, e.g.,
orchard grass, do not tolerate continuous grazing
and will disappear.
How long such a pasture should rest depends
on the season and on the purpose of the rest. It
also depends a lot on the climate. In this article I
will discuss pasture rest in a humid climate here
in western New York, which is comparable to the
upper Midwest, Northeast, and New England. I
will not speak at all to an arid climate zone, where
pasture rests may be much longer but certainly
entirely different.
Let’s assume we have a well-established perennial
pasture with various cool-season grass species like
orchard grass, tall fescue, bluegrass, timothy, and
ryegrass. Furthermore, we have legumes, such as
red and white clover, birdsfoot trefoil, and perhaps
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some alfalfa. In addition to grass and legumes there
are various weeds and herbs like dandelion, wild
carrots, chicory, narrowleaf plantain, crabgrass,
quack grass, hawkweed, black medic, and bird vetch.
If you remove any of the above or add some species
to it—the picture remains the same.
Spring starts and with it the pasture starts growing.
It starts slowly, but once critical temperatures are
reached it will grow rapidly. This rapid vegetative
growth will only last until sometime in May when
seed stems and then seed heads emerge. During
this early time of vegetative stage, it is critical to
have short resting periods, as low as three weeks. If
the resting period is much longer, the pasture will
surely grow ahead of you. The emerging seed stems
and seed heads will make the pasture less palatable.
Intake will go down. This early growth season is
also a time when pasture is a lot more forgiving
to shorter rest periods as well as shorter grazing.
While I always advocate to leave residual of about
four inches for many reasons, including for fast
re-growth, nature has the spring pasture primed to
grow.
After this period of rapid growth during the
latter part of May and throughout the summer,
the resting period needs to be longer. It should be

Late summer grazing requires longer pasture rests so the
plants can start storing reserves in their roots.
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—Ulf Kintzel

How long should my pasture
rest before I graze it again?

somewhere between five and six weeks and can be proved the steady drop in quality and digestibility
up to seven weeks. It is now more critical for the after 50 days of stockpiling. While I have heeded
plant to be able to store nutrients in the roots. The that advice ever since and never stockpiled pasture
closer you get to fall, the more critical it becomes.
beyond two months again, I was reminded of it
Depending on when growing season stops in this winter. As I am writing this in late December
your specific area, stockpiling starts sometime in and early January, I am pasturing stockpiled pasture.
August and as late as early September. The goal is The year had been extraordinarily wet and triggered
about seven weeks (or about 50 days) to a maximum enormous pasture growth. In addition, the growing
of nine weeks (or about 65 days) of forage growth. season stopped much later. Instead of stopping in
If stockpiled pasture will likely be grazed when mid-October, I could still discern growth in early
there is snow, the longer forage is beneficial because November. Following my usual routine in the fall
it is more easily reached by sheep digging through and leaving the farm for several weeks of grazing at
the snow.
farms of neighboring farmers, some of my pasture
There can be certain circumstances that may grew longer than the desired 50 days and it also
justify a longer pasture rest such as establishing
grew faster. The
new seeding or trying to establish pasture on Studies conclusively showed drop of quality
a farm that is depleted of nutrients. However, that the quality and the is apparent these
making the pasture rest longer under normal
days. While there
digestibility of the forage go is a lot of forage,
circumstances carries several big risks without
down when stockpiled beyond lots of it is not
any added benefits.
First and foremost, studies conclusively 50 days and up to 80 days. eaten because
showed that the quality and the digestibility
the quality has
of the forage go down when stockpiled beyond 50 become too poor. In comparison, the pasture that
days and up to 80 days. That means there is a steady had six to eight weeks to grow offered much better
drop in energy and protein when stockpiled beyond forage and was left after grazing with still enough
50 days as well as a drop in digestibility, easily residue to go into the winter.
accounting well over 10 percent. Sure, the yield is
The lesser quality and digestibility should be
better when you compare 50 to 65 days of growth, reason enough to not stockpile much beyond 50 days
but the forage gained is less valuable and parts of it and certainly not beyond 65 days. But there are in
are wasted. I have heard that such forage is not truly fact a few more reasons not to do it. Reason number
wasted because it feeds the soil. But so does the one is the risk of eliminating clovers, especially
residual and the residue when the pasture has grown white clover, in your pasture. Clovers want and need
for 50 days. Besides, any forage that goes through an light to thrive. If grass is outcompeting the clovers
animal first before being fed back to the soil again for light for a prolonged time, their longevity is in
is worth more than forage trampled, except for the danger. Red clover, which is a biennial and grows
desirable four-inch residual, of course. Years ago, relatively tall, can still compete to a degree. Perennial
when I took pride in my pasture rests of well over white clover will disappear. It is often said that
50 days, I found out the hard way that forage loses white clover doesn’t have much longevity anyway,
quality when I observed my pasture after grazing the but I beg to differ. Name the lawn where white
stockpiles and noticed that there was so much left Dutch clover disappeared over time all by itself and
over, especially orchard grass, that was of too poor you may come up empty. There are certainly other
quality to be eaten by my sheep. It was a lot more reasons why white clover can disappear, such as a
residue than I needed to go safely into the winter. I lack of frost hardiness in some varieties. However, it
consulted the great Jim Gerrish about my concerns is not the lack of longevity that makes white clover
and the observations I had made, and he confirmed disappear. It may be a lack of light and thus a lack
all of it by citing numbers from several studies that of competitive edge.
Thickness of stand is also influenced by forage
examined the quality of stockpiled pasture and
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Early spring grazing requires shorter pasture rest than summer grazing.

that is allowed to grow for too long of a time and
too tall. The outcompeted species will disappear; a
stand of longer forage will in the long run always be
thinner than an adequately shorter stand. Thickness
of a stand brings more yield of the desirable kind
of forage for pasturing sheep. A tall pasture may still
compete with overall yield but lots of the yield will
be of lower or undesirable quality.
There is also a financial aspect. If you pay a
mortgage, and many of us who do agriculture for
a living either are or have, you need a good return
for your investment. If resting periods are extended
beyond a time that adds benefits to the forage or the
soils, you will rotate your flock less often through
the course of the year through any given pasture
cell. You will have harvested less forage and fed
fewer animals. The return for the investment will be
less. No gain in plant or soil health will have been
made that could possibly compensate for this loss in
income.
I spoke at the beginning about the climate being
essential. I am aware that longer rest periods of
90 to 120 days are practiced in arid climate zones,
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where it may make perfect sense. I don’t wish to
speak to arid climate zones because it is by no
means my expertise. I do wish to point out that the
longer rest periods of three to four months, going
hand in hand with the slogan “tall grass grazing”
have their origin in arid climate zones and are
designed for that. They may also address depleted
soils elsewhere. They certainly don’t play a role
under normal circumstances in a humid climate
zone as I described with well-established cool
season grasses and legumes. I strongly believe that
promoting such long pasture rests during speaking
engagements and in agricultural publications harms
those inexperienced farmers who genuinely seek
advice in one very relevant way: it hurts their bottom
line.
Ulf owns and operates White Clover Sheep Farm and breeds and raises grassfed White Dorper sheep without any grain feeding and offers breeding stock
suitable for grazing. He is a native of Germany and lives in the US since
1995. He farms in the Finger Lakes area in upstate New York. His website
address is www.whitecloversheepfarm.com. He can be reached by e-mail at ulf@
whitecloversheepfarm.com or by phone during “calling hour” indicated on the
answering machine at 585-554-3313.
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