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One of the key tasks of most range professionals is the design of a grazing prescription.  New knowledge about old concepts has changed the way we think about things like proper use, range readiness, utilization, riparian areas, and other aspects of grazing land ecology.  Range professionals have the ability to use this knowledge to design grazing prescriptions that can improve or enhance ecosystem functions and values.

Just as a contractor builds a structure based on the plans of an architect, the rancher applies a grazing prescription designed by a range professional.  In order for the grazing prescription to actually be applied it must be practical.  It must fit in with all other aspects of the ranch operation.  There is much more to this than simply assuring adequate stock water and fencing exists.  

In this article I have attempted to specifically describe some of the considerations and constraints I have observed in my own attempts as well as those of other range professionals to design grazing systems.  Most of these items have to do with general livestock husbandry concerns.

Livestock Reproduction

· Livestock should be concentrated in small, open pastures during breeding season.  Heavy tall brush, rough terrain, or too large of a pasture size may inhibit bulls from finding the cows as they come in heat. A singular water or shade location will provide a place that all cows visit regularly, giving bulls the opportunity to service all of them with little effort.  

· To detect heat if artificial insemination (a.i.) or selective breeding is used, cows will need to be where the rancher can easily observe them.

· Many ranchers prefer not to move livestock during the calving season, or to move individual cows onto an adjacent pasture as they calve out.  A calving pasture should provide a warm, sheltered, and easily accessible location where cows can be observed in case of dystocia.  A certain amount of brush or a loafing shed may be desirable for protection from wind and rain.

· Often times ranchers will require rotation schedules for multiple herds in separate pastures to accommodate breeding programs, dual calving seasons, partial lease operations, or separate management for various kinds or classes of animals.

Livestock Nutrition

· Replacement heifers have additional nutritional requirements for growth in addition to the brood cows’ requirements for maintenance, reproduction, and fattening.  Whether these animals are separated from the brood cows or not, care should be taken to supply adequate nutrition to the replacements during critical periods.  Alternatives could be separate pastures, a rotation with brood cows following replacements, or a high level of nutrition provided for all animals in the same pasture.

· Grazing alfalfa or other crop aftermath is a common practice in the fall.  However, it must be grazed before the first hard frost in order to get the maximum nutritional value from this resource, or following the first hard frost if bloat is a concern.

Livestock Marketing

· The shorter the distance between the gathering pasture and the shipping corrals, the less shrink the rancher will endure upon the sale of the market animals.

Livestock Health

· Bloat can be a concern when moving cattle from dormant range onto a large supply of lush legume forage, such as hay aftermath that has had a chance to regrow.

· Wet meadow pastures often harbor parasites.  This problem may be avoided by grazing during times in the parasites life cycle that will not infect the cattle.

· If poisonous plants are or could be a problem, the timing of the grazing period may be an important consideration.

Facilities

· The easier the plan is to follow, the more likely a rancher is to follow it.   Move only to adjacent pastures whenever possible.  Moving cattle across roads, railroad tracks, stream crossings, or other barriers may be a problem at certain times of the year.  Labor requirements and logistical problems may be impractical when considering moving too large a herd over too great a distance.

· Adequacy of existing facilities such as fences and troughs should be considered carefully before implementing a grazing system.  Facilities that have worked for years may become inadequate when many livestock are concentrated in small areas for shorter periods of time.

· Pasture proximity to corrals and working facilities becomes critical during times for artificial insemination, pregnancy check, shipping and receiving, branding, vaccination, and other animal husbandry practices.

Sociology

· Livestock producers are a diverse group including full time, part time, absentee owners, etc.  Too many pastures and moving dates in a grazing season may not be feasible to a producer with time or labor constraints.

A grazing prescription is a program of action designed to secure the best practicable use of forage resources with grazing or browsing animals while protecting and enhancing other functions and values of the ecosystem.  A grazing prescription must be designed within the parameters of the local climate, soils, vegetation, and animal population, both wildlife and domestic.  Designing a grazing prescription requires a working knowledge of the complex relationships between photosynthesis, plant succession, plant physiology, and plant responses to grazing.  Range professionals tend to focus on and have remained strong in these areas of knowledge.

If a grazing prescription is to eventually achieve it’s desired results, a rancher must follow it.  Quite often, livestock husbandry concerns dictate to some extent how well a grazing prescription will work for a rancher.  Typically ranchers design grazing schedules based only on climate or livestock husbandry concerns.  

If livestock husbandry considerations are addressed from the inventory to the final plan, the result will more likely meet the rancher’s needs.  Listed below are some common constraints to grazing prescription designs and other range management practices relating to livestock husbandry.

