Winter: The Time to Plan Grazing
With the snow blowing and the wind howling outside, it is a great time to plan your livestock grazing
strategy for this next year.
I would advise starting out with a grazing use map. This can be either a crude line drawing of your land
and pastures or an elaborate computer map obtained from the Natural Resources Conservation Service.
Livestock utilization maps can help identify key areas, distribution problems, or management
opportunities. Once pastures are drawn in, utilization percents can be added. I like to use colors to
designate differences in utilization. For example, heavy utilization areas can be shaded red, moderate
areas orange, and light areas blue. Once this is complete you can then decide which areas may need to
be rested. Heavy utilized areas should be rested or lightly utilized this next year if at all possible. This
will help maintain rangeland health and productivity.
Another tool that is helpful in combination with a grazing utilization map is the Grazing Response Index
or GRI. The GRI uses frequency, intensity, and opportunity to measure grazing effects on your pastures.
Frequency is the number of times plants are defoliated during the grazing period. To obtain a
defoliation estimate, divide the number of grazing days by seven. If that number equals 1 give that
pasture a value of +1; 2 gets a value of 0; and three or more gets a value of -1. Intensity is the amount
of leaf material removed during a grazing period. If the pasture was used lightly (<40% defoliated) it
gets a value of +1; used moderately (50-55% defoliated) it gets a value of 0; and used heavily (>55%
defoliated) it gets a value of -1. Opportunity is the amount of time plants have to grow prior to or
regrow after grazing. This is a judgment call based on appearance of vegetation at the end of the
growing season. If plants were able to grow for a full season the pasture receives a value of +2; most of
the season equals +1; some chance to grow equals a 0; little chance equals -1; and no chance equals -2.
Once all three values are obtained for each pasture, the GRI for each pasture can be calculated. The
overall rating is the sum of all three values. If pasture GRI values are negative, this shows that the long
term health of that pasture is declining and will continue to decline if used in the same manner year
after year. If the GRI is positive, that pasture may be able to be used a bit harder this next year. If the
GRI is neutral, there is no long term change expected in the vegetation as long as it is used similarly or
less intensely in consecutive years.
When the temperatures drop to freezing and the wind chills are below zero here in Converse County,
get out your ranch map and other grazing records, gather around the kitchen table with a hot cup of
coffee, and start planning for this next grazing season. The more you do now, the less guess work you
will have to do later!

