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Managed Rotational Grazing
Case Study—Guenzler Farms
Written by Bryon Kirwan (NRCS IL Economist)


Resource Setting

Guenzler Farms is a cash grain and livestock operation located in northwestern Illinois; within the Driftless region.  The farm was established in 1960.  Livestock production has always been an integral part of their operation, along with crop production.  Initial livestock production was both dairy and beef production.  Currently the beef operation has 115 cow/calf pairs.  The goal is to be able to increase this capacity to 200 cows and to establish a larger feeding operation. 

Capital and Management Issues in Transitions
	
In 1999, the operation began to change.  Guenzler Farms discontinued the dairy portion of their operation, and converted all livestock operations to beef production. While this change allowed the farm to concentrate efforts in the management of the livestock operation, there were still concerns. There was a regular need to supplement pastures with hay, especially during the summer slump.  Round bales would be placed in pastures, and while providing needed feed, damaged the pasture at the same time.  This also used hay that was planned for winter consumption. Their winter pasture and feeding area was on a hillside.  All winter feed was from baled hay. There were concerns about soil erosion, and the impact of runoff to sensitive areas.

Changing Directions

In 2009, one of the partners in the farm came back to the operation in a full time capacity from a part time capacity.  Guenzler farms began to work more extensively with their local NRCS office.  One key outcome of this new partnership was the development of plans for a managed rotational grazing system.  Current management was to pasture the cattle until a pasture was grazed short, mow any weeds, then re-graze; moving between pastures.  This new plan would build upon the grazing system being currently utilized by the operation. It would also provide an opportunity to develop better summer and winter pasture utilization strategies.

Improving Returns

The Guenzlers’ are still early in the process (just in the 3rd year of instituting changes) but are seeing promising improvements to their operation already.  The operation will evolve to 16 planned pastures (as paddocks and additional fences are installed) with the rotational grazing plan. They have already developed new pastures with warm season grasses to be able to be utilized when the summer slump period occurs.  They have developed a specific sacrifice lot that is seeded with ryegrass to be utilized when weather or other conditions necessitate keeping the cattle off of the other pastures, and as emergency feed supply.  This will limit potential pasture damage from rutting and overgrazing. It also keeps the cattle far away from environmentally sensitive areas.




The additional rotational pastures have also provided an additional hay harvest opportunity.  As the cattle had the opportunity to graze more pastures of a higher quality, this left a couple of pastures able to be harvested, and the grass put into storage for feeding later.  While this may not occur every year (due to differences in growing seasons), the ability to capitalize upon those opportunities will lead to greater profits and efficiencies. 

With the new managed rotational grazing system, the livestock have access to lush and nutritious pastures more often.  This plan will allow the Guenzlers’ to nearly double the carrying capacity of their pastures.  The carrying capacity is planned to increase from 45 cows to 85 cows from managed rotation. This will also allow the operation to designate a couple of the pastures for stockpiling of grass and forage late in the season; thereby being able to extend the grazing season by 30-45 days.  This saves on bailing, storage and overall feeding expenditures.

In addition to the grazing gains, the Guenzler’s have begun experimenting with cover crops; and trying to determine how they could best be incorporated into the operation to benefit the livestock.  Early experiments have been with forage radish; and other evaluations are planned for the future.  

Ultimately, the goal for the livestock operation is to convert 30 additional acres from cropland to grassland/pastures where the cattle are headquartered; and have all grain production take place on other farms.  There are plans to also add additional fences, waterlines, and other enhancements.

Even though it is just the third year in the adoption process, the promising gains from rotational pasture management have enhanced the efficiency, and economic returns of the livestock operation for Guenzler Farms.  It also demonstrates that conservation pays.
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Newly established warm season grass pastures
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