
Pasture Rotation
(Continued from Page D2)

those numbers with just two
fields—l could only keep 60
comfortably and those extra 90
sheep more than cover the ad-
ditional fencing costs.”

Additional management is also
required, but not as muchas might
be expected. “We just put them on
a pasture and then let them mow it
down. If you go by the book, the
sheep are only supposed to be in
there three days,” he says.
“Normally though, we like to move
them every two weeks or three,
depending on the rainfall and the
size of the field.”

extension agronomist for forages
at VPI, pasture rotation is a form
of grazing management. It works
because it’s based on light in-
terception and organic food
reserve. Leaves intercept light
from the sun, and through the
process of photosynthesis,
manufacture food for production of
new leaves and otherplantparts.

“Food in excess of that needed
for growth is stored in the lower
portion of the plantas organic food
reserves and is used later when
there are not enough leaves to
furnish adequate food for growth,”
says White. “If the leaves are not
allowed to develop because of
overgrazing, or are removed too
early by -grazing or mowing, the
plant does not have sufficient time
to manufacture organic food in
amounts necessary for growth and
replenishment of food reserves.
Thus the plant is weakened,
regrowth is slow, and some plants
may be lost,” he concludes.

There isn’t any other set rules
either. “Normally we like them to
graze within an inch because that
grass will come back quicker,”
Turner relates. “It takes a little
more management to make sure
they’re properly rotated when
necessary, but we have no written
schedule. It’s the ‘farming by
feeling’ method; when it feels like
it’s time, that’s when we move
them.”

This makes sense to Mike
Goldwasser, a cattleman from
Hillsville in mountainous south-According to Dr. Harlan White,
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wc Virginia Goldwasser takes
advantage of the spring and fall
growth spurts of pasture grasses
by running stocker animals on his
fields during these times—then
selling them when the grass grows
dorman in summer and winter,
losing its high nutritional value
and ability to put pounds of beef
cattle.

According to Goldwasser,
pasture rotation is a vital part of
his program since he has to make
the most of these growth spurts.
Nonetheless, “I’ve become more
and more convinced for a lot of
reasons, and not justfor increasing
your number of grazing days, that
it’s good to take cattle offyour land
for a while,” Goldwasser reveals.

“Think of it in terms of an in-
dividual grass plant. If it’s eaten
today and starting to grow again
when a cow comes along five days
later and eats itoff again, thatputs
a lot of stress on that plant. In 90
percent of the pastures in Virginia,
that happens all summer long. A
plant can only grow as fast as it
canphotosynthesize and it canonly
photosynthesize in proportion to
the amount of leaf it has,” he says,
echoing Dr. White.

It needn’t be complicated,
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thougli he advises. “If you have
100 aces and can divide it in half,
it helps. You shouldn't go to a lot of
expense to do this; the whole pomt
of it is to be economical. Yet I fully
believe that one fence is going to
increase my stocking capacity 5 to
10 percent on the whole farm. Well
if I cankeep one more animal, then
it will pay for that fence (high
tensile) in one year and I don’t
have any increased variable costs
except veterinarian and interest.
There’s no question in my mind
that you increase your stocking
rate every time you put up a cross
fence.”

Fencing and pasture rotation
can also be applied to benefit dairy
farmers even though most don’t
use grass in their ration program.
Ron Roudabush, a Mt. Solon dairy
farmer, and Jerry Swisher, the
Augusta County extension agent
working with dairymen redesigned
the farmer’s hilly loafing lot using
the principles of pasture rotation.

“It’s officially a livestock
management rotational system.
It’s been recognized that many
dairy operators in the Shenandoah
Valley, and nationwide, have a
common problem with the use of
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drv lots, loafing lots, exercise lots
or paddocks. These areas are
subject to heavy concentrations of
livestock on a daily basis,”
Swisher notes, adding that any sod
soon disappearsand problems take
its place.

These problems include
everything from soil erosion,
lowered water quality in nearby
streams, increased herd health
problems such as mastitis, hoof
problems and even reproductive
disorders. What’s more, it also
gives a lowered aeste-etic value to
the farm with all the barren
ground, he notes, in the landscape.
Not even a dairy farmer can ad-
mire a muddy, miry loafing lot.

“What we’re tryingto do is come
up with a management rotational
system of where we go in and
establish avery thick, vigorous sod
to basically hold the soil together
to prevent soil erosion and to
prevent pollution in adjacent
streams, while, at the same time,
giving the animals—particularly
the lactating cows—the op-
portunity to go to an exercise lot
and utilize that where it’s basically
clean and dry.”

So far it’s working. Roudabush
divided his 14-acre, steeply sloped
loafing lot into four paddocks with
fiber glass posts and three strands
of electric wire. Cattle stayed on
three of the four lots while he
established a thick sod of fescue on
the first paddock, then used that
and two others while he
established sod on the second
paddock. By rotating his cows
from paddock to paddock, the sod
has time to recover from the wear
and tear before erosion can begin
to occur.

The lots need very little main-
tenance, Roudabush notes, since
the manure keeps them fertilized
and heavy traffic keeps them grass
worn down. Gates open into each
block to make moving the cattle
easier, he explains, “It’s an off-
shoot of pasture rotation,” his
extension agent emphasizes, “But
the cows don’t graze the pasture.
This is not being used as a feed
source, but as a conservation and
management practice.”
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