Grazing for Soil Health

Steve Swaffer
Noble Research Institute

IDDBA Member exclusive access!
View recording and download slide deck at iddba.org. (Available in 24-48 hours)






Grazing for Soil Health



ECOSYSTEM PROCESSES

Water Energy Nutrient Community
Cycle Flow Cycle Dynamics



SIX PRINCIPLES OF SOIL HEALTH

©

Know your context Cover the soil Minimize soil disturbance
Maintain continuous Increase diversity Integrate livestock

living plants



U.S. PASTURE AND RANGE

654

million acres

The federal government
manages livestock grazing
on 158 million acres.
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Using Grazing to
Improve Soil Health
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Land stewardship for improved soil
health in grazing animal production
with lasting producer profitability



REGENERATIVE RANCHING

The process of restoring degraded grazing lands
using practices based on ecological principles.
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SIX PRINCIPLES OF SOIL HEALTH

©

Know your context Cover the soil Minimize soil disturbance
Maintain continuous Increase diversity Integrate livestock

living plants



Six Soil Health Principles

Know your context

« Climate & rainfall patterns

« Water resources

« Landscape, terrain, grazable acres

« Soil types & forage types

« Management history & practices

« People skills, knowledge, &
willingness to learn

« Historic ecological context




Six Soil Health Principles

é Cover the soil

Allows rain to soak
in and be stored
 Prevents erosion
 Moderates soill
temperatures
« Limits evaporation
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Six Soil Health Principles
Minimize soil
disturbance

 Un-natural
¢ “Optimize” natural
* Apply tools judiciously



Six Soil Health Principles
Maintain continuous
living roots

* Living plants in the
ground year round




Six Soil Health Principles

Increase diversity

 Plants — grasses,
forbs, legumes, trees

« Grazing livestock —
cattle, sheep, goats,
etc.




Six Soil Health Principles

Increase diversity

* Plants — grasses, forbs,
legumes, trees

« Grazing livestock

« Wildlife, birds,
Insects, earthworms,
macro- and micro-
organisms, etc.
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Six Soil Health Principles

@ Integrate livestock

Optimize stocking rate
Minimum number of herds
Integrate multi-species
Grazing management
(adaptive multi-paddock
grazing or AMP grazing)



Grazing Management to improve
soil health (adaptive grazing)

 Stocking rate
« Manage Grazing Variables
 Work with Nature



-
Rule #1: Manage Stocking Rate to never

exceed Carrying Capacity



N
Simple stocking rate assessment

For every month
of “hustling” or
hay feeding over
planned. ..




Rule #2: Plan and Graze Adaptively

(Regenerative grazing management)



Managing time iIs essential
to regenerative and
profitable grazing.



Loss of Vegetative Cover Occurs
Through Overgrazing

Staying too long Returning too soon



Overgrazing occurs one plant at a time. A pasture
or ranch can be understocked and overgrazed at
the same time.

Staying too long Returning too soon



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT:

Grazing variables to be managed
Timing
Frequency
Intensity
Duration

Stock density is a key tool in regenerative
grazing



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT

Tlmlng

Season

Stage of maturity
“Graze the grass up”
in the spring

Attain peak growth,
photosynthesis



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT

Frequency

* Long recovery periods

* 60-120+ days recovery

« Attain peak forage
production

* Graze late phase 2 or
early phase 3



How much does subdivision matter?



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT

IntenS|ty

Take half, leave half

Leaving ample residual

Top graze upper 1/3 in early
growing season

Stimulate new leaf production
Cover the soil



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT

Duration

« Short graze periods

« <1-3 days preferred

* Vary with growth rate

 Prevent repeat grazing
of grazed plants during
a grazing event



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT

Stock density

Decreases selectivity

* Creates herd impact

* Reset overly mature
pastures

* Feeds soll biology at
higher stock densities



Stock Density & Herd Effect



REGENERATIVE GRAZING
MANAGEMENT

Ultra High Stock Density

* Apply strategically

* Peak production (spring)

« Season transitions

 Abundant mature
(dormant) material



Rule #3: Work With Nature



W

Grazing Strategies

. Adjust stocking rate with carrying

capacity

. Build flexibility into stocking rate
. Plan grazing activities

AMP or MiG graze (time managed high
stock density grazing)



Grazing Strategies

4. Minimize time in a pasture/paddock

5. Graze only portion of leaves (top-graze)
6. Maintain plenty of residual

7. Allow full recovery before re-grazing

These are the KEY grazing practices



Adaptive grazing management leads to
Improved solil health and ranch
sustainability

Ranch sustainability 1s continual
Improvement in land, livestock, and
PROFRITABILITY

Improved Soil Health + Improved
Profitability = REGENERATIVE RANCHING




Begins with Change in Mindset

“We are extremely blessed!

Not everyone gets to do this!”



| have augemented all those beds with
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