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Co-Grazing or Multi-Species Grazing
Cost and Management Considerations
By Bryon Kirwan, State Economist


Co-grazing is the practice of utilizing two or more species of animals on the same pasture area in the same season.  This is not a new concept, but one that is garnering more interest. Why? Because of the positive economic returns this can generate; and other synergies that co-grazing some species show.  Being able to produce more pounds to market on the same acreage should yield additional dollars per acre of revenues for the operation.  

The potential increases are significant.  Research indicates that adding one goat per cow has no diminishment on cattle performance.  Better pasture utilization may allow greater stocking densities of both co-species on the same acreage.  Admittedly this is variable…ranges from less than 5% to more than a 20% increases have been measured.  The gains are highly dependent upon vegetation/forage mix and animal mix.

Some land managers look at co-grazing as a way to improve the health and vigor of the plant communities and the pastures being grazed.  Parts of these improvements are driven by the differences in plant preferences among primary meat producing species.  The complimentary pasture uses are driven by the type of forage available, the animals being co-grazed, and the amount of management applied to the grazing operation.  Variable terrain tends to lend itself to co-grazing as some of the physically smaller species may be better adapted to grazing on steeper slopes or with brushy and wooded areas.  The co-grazing species must match the available resources.  

A quick overview of grazing preferences by primary species:
	Cattle: have larger mouths, grab forages with the tongue, and graze larger plants
	Sheep: graze closer to the ground than cattle; prefer smaller, and more tender forage
	Goats: prefer to graze with their head up; able to utilize tender growth of trees and shrubs; and with their split upper lip, they are able to strip single leaves from thorny plants.
The grazing preference of these animals is well illustrated by Mark Kennedy, NRCS Grazing Specialist.
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If co-grazing was easy, everyone would do it!!  There is a time and management commitment, and the potential for increased costs in a co-grazing system.  Some of these potential costs include:

	Fence:  The fence designed to hold cattle will typically not be very effective in holding sheep and goats.  The fence often needs to be tighter (woven is preferred) and may need to be taller (5-8 strand fence as opposed to 4-5 strand fence for cattle).  Alternatively, electric fencing is a lower cost option that can add flexibility by putting an interior fence inside the perimeter fence.  This will help contain sheep and goats.  Electric fencing can also be placed on the outside of the perimeter to keep predators out.

	Predators:  Sheep and goats are less able to defend themselves, and will need predator protection. This can be in the form of predator fencing, guardian animals, or a combination of the two.  The combination tends to be the most effective, but has the greatest cost.

	Familiarization: Animals need the opportunity to familiarize with each other.  It is not advisable to just turn them all out together in the pastures without having been around each other first.  A common method is to expose the animals to each other in dry lot situations.

	Bully animals:  A potential concern when pasturing two species together is bully animals.  Just like the schoolyard, the bully picks on those around them.  It is important to note that the larger species is not always the bully. In addition to the bullied animal(s), the stress is increased upon all the animals present, and can adversely affect weight gain.

	Mineral supplements:  This is one area that can be problematic, as the supplements for each species to thrive are different.  A key concern is copper toxicity, which can be fatal to sheep.  Copper is a very common supplement in cattle feeds.  How will you keep supplements for the co-species separate?

	Labor, Marketing, & Management:  Managing multiple species together will take more time and attention than a single species; regardless of the combination chosen.  Do you have markets readily available for each of the species?  Can they all go to the same market? What will be the difference in the marketing cycle?  Being a very effective producer without an identified market to sell into will only lead to frustration.
Different animals may also need additional specific care.  A good example is that sheep need to be sheared each spring.  So you would need to make arrangements with both a sheep shearer and a wool buyer.  Life cycle and breeding differences will have to be kept in mind and managed as well. 
	
	Shelter:  As sheep and goats are smaller animals and do not have the body mass, shelter is essential in the winter.  They have to have the ability to stay dry and out of the wind.  

	Pasture Management: In order to keep productive pastures, intensity of grazing and stubble height management must be monitored. Also, producers will need to allow for the proper rest periods for each pasture.  The addition of a co-species could increase costs by requiring more time spent in monitoring pastures and moving animals between pastures more often; but may be at least partially offset by increased production from the pastures.
	



For the additional care and consideration that you as a producer provide, co-grazing can add significant returns to the livestock operation.  Part of the gain is due to the increased harvest efficiency of the animals involved (higher level of consumption, less wastage, higher stocking density).  Following is an illustration showing the gain from adding either sheep or goats to an existing cattle operation:


Animal:  		1 steer/heifer 		1 goat			1 sheep
Time to Market:	18 months 		6 months 		6 months 
Market Weight:		1200 pounds		60 pounds		125 pounds
Market Price:		$147/cwt		$100/cwt		$103/cwt
Total revenue
Per animal:		 $1764			$60			$128.75
Revenue in
Market cycle		$1764			$120			$257.50
Annual Revenue
(Divide by 1.5)		$1176 Annually		$80 Annually		$171.67 Annually

Prices based upon market report January, 2014

Based upon conversations with producers, it may be unrealistic to expect to be able to achieve the perfect synchronization of the small animal co-grazers with the cattle.  Field experience reflects an average of 1.25 to 1.5 animals per year instead of two. The example above illustrates the annual returns if two co-grazing animals are marketed in the same 18 month cycle cattle are marketed.  If you can achieve greater synchronization between the small animals and marketing increases, revenues will increase also. 

While market prices will change over time, this example clearly shows the positive economic impact of adding a co-grazing species to the operation.  However, the ability to add 5% to 20% (or more) revenues to operations utilizing the existing acreage is certainly worthy of study and consideration.  Another potential benefit comes from improved herd health. Parasites from sheep and goats do not survive in cattle; and the reverse is true also.  Co-grazing can lead to reduced parasite loads, and reduced need for deworming for each species; generating additional veterinary savings.
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