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LOCATION: FIRST STREET PASTURE  START DATE: JUNE 2015                  STATUS: IN PROGRESS 

Background 
The First Street Pasture is a poorly productive pasture, dominated by old 
stands of smooth brome (Bromus inermis Leyss.) and Kentucky bluegrass 
(Poa pratensis L.). The majority of the pasture is of sandy surface texture 
or clay loam overlying sand and gravel and seems to have low fertility 
and organic matter. Lots of pastures like this one appear in Manitoba 
(e.g. Crown lands and well-aged pastures), and for various reasons their 
landowners are reluctant to put full effort into rejuvenating them. Even a 
simple rotational grazing system, like the one implemented at First 
Street Pasture, is expected to improve pasture and soil health, compared 
to a single field grazed from spring to fall.  

To implement the desired rotational grazing system, the First Street 
Pasture was subdivided into 10 fields with single-strand interior electric 
fences. A shallow buried PVC pipeline with several spigots provides 
water to the fields. Fifty cow-calf pairs were rotated through the fields 
from June to September of 2015.  

Objectives 
 To study and document plant productivity and soil fertility changes 

through time, resulting from spring/summer grazing rotation. 

 To demonstrate a method for keeping grazing records to help in 
future grazing decisions.  

 To demonstrate a Grazing Response Index method of assessing and 
adapting to current year’s grazing management impacts. 

Assessing and demonstrating effects of 
a simple rotational grazing system on 
forage production and soil fertility 
Project Lead:  Mae Elsinger, Rangeland Management Specialist, Agriculture 
and Agri-Food Canada, mae.elsinger@agr.gc.ca 

 
A grazing exclusion cage in a more productive area of 
the First Street Pasture. A biomass sample is harvested 
in fall from a 50 cm x 50 cm frame placed in the middle 
of this plot of vegetation.  

What benefits are there in 
implementing a rotational grazing 
system?123  
 It provides a rest period for the 

plants to regrow leaf material, 
replenish energy reserves and 
reproduce ensuring their continued 
existence within the stand.   

 It reduces the underutilization of 
some areas of the pasture where 
old, weathered forage accumulates.  

 Grazing stimulates soil and plant 
processes and halts the tie-up of 
nutrients in decadent stands.  

 Fresher grass results in more 
efficient sunlight capture, better 
feed quality and more biological 
activity in the soil.  

 Improving livestock distribution 
provides better nutrient distribution, 
accelerates incorporation of forage 
biomass into the soil, and promotes 
more even regrowth of forage.  
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Project Design and Methods 
In three fields at First Street Pasture, a dry location and a moist location (in 
depressions but without standing water) were selected, and temporary grazing 
exclusion cages were installed. Baseline soil fertility and forage yield data were 
collected. Forage composition and pasture health will be included in 2016, along 
with Grazing Response Index (GRI) scores for recording the direct impacts of 
grazing on the health of key forages.   

A Historical Grazing Record was started for First Street Pasture, for documenting 
and monitoring the rotational grazing system and making plans for future years’ 
grazing. The grazing dates, length of grazing period and herd density are useful 
for characterizing livestock impact. Actual stocking rate (Animal Unit Months), 
for each field can be calculated and standardized:  

#days/field   X   #head   X   conversion factor*   ÷   30.5 days/month 
      * Conversions: (1 cow/calf pair = 1.4 AU; 1 bull = 1.5 AU; one yearling = 0.75 AU) 

What did we find?  
Soil nitrogen, phosphorus and organic matter were low. This is expected for a 
formerly cultivated pasture with no regular fertility additions. Forage yield was 
low but within expected levels for an old pasture with below average 
precipitation. Spring precipitation was average, followed by below-average 
moisture throughout much of the summer. Showers in August and September 
brought the amount of accumulated precipitation back up to average.  

This year (2015) was the first year with a planned and documented grazing 
system. Some challenges made the grazing system somewhat atypical from 
recommended rotational grazing practice: late start due to fence construction, 
poor forage quality resulting from build-up of residue from past years’ 
underutilization, and early departure of the herd due to unforeseen 

circumstances. As a result, the number of grazing days were below expected for 2015.  

Key Messages 

Soil fertility, organic matter content and forage productivity are unsatisfactory at the First Street Pasture. This project may 
determine if the implementation of a rotational grazing system will improve soil and forage productivity.  

Historical grazing records aid in tracking actual grazing pressure through time. Using long term, standardized stocking 
rates in tandem with weather information, we can estimate future grazing potential.   
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 Collaborator: Jane Thornton, Forage and Pasture Specialist, Manitoba Agriculture 
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Description Value 

# of fields 10 

Total size (acres) 403 

Total grazing days in 
2015 

84 

Total stocking rate 
(AUM) in 2015 

196 

Average yield of dry 
pasture in 2015 

1468 

Average yield of 
moist pasture in 2015 
(kg/ha) 

4414 

Soil nitrates 
(lbs/acre) 

5 - 13 

Phosphorus (ppm) 3 – 7 

Sulfur (lbs/acre) 6 – 30 

Potassium (ppm) 121 – 256 

Organic matter (%) 2.6 – 5.7 

 


