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Case Studies
Managing Livestock Production and Pastures
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 in southwestern Illinois.  Land is gently to moderately sloping in areas, and some soils are prone to erosion.  Cattle have been raised on this farm since 1995.  Due to environmentally sensitive areas, the operation has made a commitment to stewardship, enrolling acreage in both the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) and the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program (CREP).  Ted and Linda began farming in 1978, and adapted to no-till in the 1980’s.

Capital and Management Issues in Transitions

In addition to farming 250 to 300 acres of row crops and raising bottle and feeder calves, Ted maintained off farm employment.  The increasing demands of the off farm employment would sometimes interfere with timely field operations for the row crops.  With the increasing cost of acquiring additional land; and constantly increasing crop inputs, expansion in that sector was unviable. Livestock was then evaluated in a new light.  

Changing Directions

Ted and his wife Linda revaluated livestock as they could help provide some flexibility in timing and management that was not always available in the row crop segment.  To that end, they began to move into beef cows and building a herd in 1995.  Fencing and quality pasture were initial concerns.

Improving Returns
                                                                          
By 1997, Hickory Flat Cattle Company had established 20 acres of rotational grazing in addition to the production farmland they maintained.  They were also beginning to establish perennial grasses on previously fragile crop acres to reduce erosion, and provide additional pasture and grazing.  One critical concern was the availability of water for the livestock.  To address that concern a pond was established to provide drinking water for the cattle.  Alleys were built between pastures to allow livestock access to the drinking water.

In addition to expanding the cattle herd, Ted looked again at his production budgets.  Costs were further reduced by the elimination of bailing hay.  Ted studied the cost of mowing, bailing, storing the hay and spreading manure versus having pasture available year around and having the cows act as the baler.  Ted said that was one of the best moves they made.  Hickory Flat Cattle Company does buy and keep a small amount of hay on hand in case adverse weather keeps the cows off the pasture or interferes with plant growth.  Hickory Flat Cattle Company believes this is a better and more cost effective method as they can buy the hay at a cost lower than producing it on the farm.




Continued Advancement

As Ted and Linda look to advance the productivity and profitability of their operation, they are evaluating involvement in a program referred to as “The Pasture Project”.  This is a management practice where livestock are contained at high tonnages per acre to improve pastures.  In their typical pasture setting, grazing occurs at approximately 60,000 pounds per acre.  To improve and rejuvenate a pasture, Ted would increase the stocking density up to 250,000 pounds per acre, over a fourfold increase.  In this system, the animals will consume all forage in front of them, and re-seed and awaken dormant seed by their intense hoof action.  The cattle have to be moved several times a day in this practice, but it is more efficient than using tractors, discs and drills to renovate the pasture.  They will know in late summer if their farm is a good fit for the practices to be demonstrated in this project.

Another advancement Hickory Flat Cattle Company is instituting is the addition of cover crops to their warm season pastures that are in the lowland next to the creek.  This will provide fast growing and nutritious forage for the cattle when the cool season grasses enter into their summer decline.

Ted and Linda have worked to be proactive managers, and to establish an efficient and profitable operation.  To that end, one of the key points Ted makes is the importance of simplicity…”It has to be convenient or you won’t do it”.  With attention to detail, willingness to adapt practices to make them simple, and an appetite for continuous improvement, Hickory Flat Cattle Company shows that Conservation Pays.
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