

[image: ]

	
Case Studies
Advanced Pasture Management
Hickory Flat Cattle Company
Written by Bryon Kirwan, USDA/NRCS State Economist, Illinois

Resource Setting

Hickory Flat Cattle Company is a second generation grain and livestock farm in Madison County, Illinois.  This is nestled in the Mississippi River Valley near St. Louis.  Land on the farm is gently to moderately sloping in areas, and some soils are prone to erosion.  Cattle have been raised on this farm since 1995, and a first rotational grazing program was established in 1997.

Capital and Management Issues in Transitions

Even though a rotational grazing program had been established, it was not providing the gains planned for.  There were shortfalls with the quality and quantity of the fencing available.  Water quality and quantity for the cattle were still a concern even though a pond had been established; and the cattle would work themselves into a creek traversing the farm.  With retirement from off farm employment pending, Ted and Linda began working more closely with the Natural Resource Conservation Service to plan and implement specific conservation practices.

Changing Directions

In 2007, Hickory Flat Cattle Company began revamping their livestock pasture plans and operations.  Key among the changes was the installation of new perimeter fences, and the establishment of division fences.  Ted believes the division fences are the most critical component to an effective pasture management system.  The fences are now strong enough to contain the cattle in specific locations according to the farm’s management plans; yet flexible enough to make moving the cattle from pasture to pasture relatively easy.  Ted said, “I use my 4-wheeler more than my pickup truck”.

Another critical upgrade was the addition of a pipeline as multiple watering stations.  With the pond that had been established, cows would end up in the water and fouling it.  The pipeline would be able to provide cool and clean drinking water at multiple locations throughout the pasture.

Improving Returns

An immediate gain Ted realized was the increased productivity of the pastures.  Even though in his rotational system not all forage is completely consumed, what is trampled will benefit subsequent growth.  This also provides a considerable mulch cover, keeping soil temperatures lower and providing for better regrowth of the pasture before the livestock come back around.  The goal is to provide year around pasture for a herd of 40 cow calf pairs with a plan of three rotations on the 90 acres of permanent managed pastures.  Additionally, with the cows moving across the landscape (strip grazing) at a planned rate, this has made manure management more effective, and greatly diminished the need for supplemental fertilizer applications to keep the pastures productive.  There is flexibility to increase or decrease the time in each strip as pasture, weather, or other conditions change.                                                                     
Another addition was the building of a winter feeding station.  This provides an opportunity to preserve pasture condition when adverse weather keeps the cows off the pasture, and a way to contain and collect the manure from the feeding area.  With a dairy style ventilated ridge, additional circulation is provided and keeps odors under control.  It also allows the area to be utilized as a shade area for the cattle when temperatures exceed 95 degrees in the summer time.  This allows Ted to be able to maintain herd health and productivity.

The pipelines and watering stations have provided critical improvements as well.  The system is an all-weather system that can be used year around.  The pipelines are buried over 40 inches deep, and the water stations are energy free all weather stations. Hickory Flat Cattle Company reports increased herd health and increased water consumption by the cattle.  This in turn helps increase their gain as they are not dehydrated and turning away from pasture; nor expending energy travelling back and forth to the single pond used previously.

All in all, Ted and Linda estimate the improvements had paid for themselves by 2012.  That is quite an achievement in a short amount of time; a five year return on investment.  With their attention to detail and willingness to improve upon existing systems, Hickory Flat Cattle Company has shown that Conservation Pays.
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