Extending the Grazing Season to Reduce Feed Costs
By: Jillian Craig
There are many different ways to extend the grazing season. Benefits from extending the
grazing season include reducing winter feed costs, improving manure distribution, decreasing
fertilizer costs, reducing labour and time spent feeding, increasing soil organic matter content,
yardage cost savings and improving animal performance and health. One should remember that it
is very important to properly manage perennial forage so that production is optimized. In order to
maximize perennial pastures rotational grazing should be practiced as well as planting productive
species and keeping the soil fertility high. Proper management of perennial pastures will ensure
that pastures will be productive for the full grazing season.
Stockpile grazing of Perennial Forage
Stockpiling is the practice of removing sheep from one or more pastures in the summer to
allow for re-growth and then grazing after
the end of the growing season. Grazing the
pastures or hayfields in the fall and winter
is an excellent cost savings strategy for a
producer. The total yearly feed cost for a
forage-fed ewe is reduced by
approximately 1% for each week of
extending the grazing season. By
stockpiling forage, there is no need to
provide hay or silage during that time
which saves on labour and machinery
costs as well as other input costs.
Practicing stockpiling reduces manure
haulage costs since the sheep spread
manure naturally while grazing.
An important aspect to stockpiling pasture is the “summer resting date” this is the time
when the animals are pulled off pasture or when the hay crop is removed from a hayfield. The
earlier this date is, the more time the pasture or hayfield will have to re-grow which will result in
higher yields and a larger carrying-capacity in the fall, which will allow the grazing season to be
extended longer. However, early resting dates reduce the overall quality of the forage and later
resting dates increase the quality of the forage but reduce the yield and carrying capacity. The
“summer resting date” depends on whether the producer plans on grazing lambs or ewes on the
forage in the fall and winter. If dry ewes are grazed in the fall and winter a producer may want a
maximum yield, with an adequate quality to sustain dry ewes, which would mean an early
resting date. If weaned lambs are grazing in the fall however, a producer may want to have a
later resting date, which would reduce forage yield but would offer high quality forage to meet
the needs of growing lambs.

Producers may choose to only take one cut of hay off in late June before resting for the
fall to have an increased yield or could take one cut of hay off and graze one or two times before
resting for the fall.
Depending on which stockpiling method a producer uses, early or late, different species
of grasses should be taken into consideration. If a producer has an early rest period (mid-July)
then a grass species with a slow re-growth is required. Bromegrass and timothy would be best
utilized in an early system. If the system chosen has a late rest period (mid-August) then
orchardgrass and meadow bromegrass should be considered since both species have rapid regrowth. Reed canarygrass works well with intermediate to long re-growth periods and tall fescue
can work in both systems even though it has rapid re-growth. Tall fescue does hold its quality
well after being frozen.
Stockpile grazing can often carry on into December or until the snow is too deep. The
stockpiled forage left in the fields can also be grazed in the early spring if desired.
Annual Crops for Grazing
Annual crops can be grazed as a way of extending the grazing season when perennial
pasture has run out, been winterkilled or when dealing with a drought. Annual forages can be
used as green feed, hay, silage and pasture.
Potential crops to use to extend the grazing season include oats and other spring cereals, winter
cereals can sometimes be used depending on the situation, forage or fodder rape, turnips,
sorghum-sudan grass and corn.
Spring cereals such as oats, barley and triticale can be grazed quite successfully,
generally 6-8 weeks after seeding grazing can commence. Oats are preferred since they are
highly palatable as compared to barley and triticale. Spring cereal mixtures may also be an
option a producer may want to consider when thinking about extending the grazing season.
For fall and early-spring grazing a producer may want to consider planting winter wheat,
winter triticale or fall rye. Fall rye can often be grazed seven weeks after seeding if seeded
August 15 to August 31. The following spring will provide the most grazing from these winter
cereals.
Forage or fodder rape can also offer
potential benefits when extending the grazing
season. Giant or broadleaf types of rape are
upright and leafy and in general are best for
pasturing sheep. Lambs may be fattened on
dwarf types of rape, which are short and
branched. Rape should be seeded in early July
in order to be ready to graze by September
through to November. Caution must be taken
when pasturing since rape poisoning can occur
if the plants are purple, stunted and low
growing. Rape can also cause bloat in sheep. In
order to prevent bloat, sheep can be fed hay to

Sheep Pastured on Forage Rape
Photo By: Peter Craig

make them full before they are turned out on rape, dry feed or hay should be available to
sheep when they are grazing rape to ensure they do not consume too much.
Turnips can also help to extend the grazing season for the flock. The turnip tops can be
grazed once with a quick pass and then after re-growth on the second grazing allow them to eat
the tops and roots. It is this second grazing that will provide the majority of the feed from the
turnip crop. In order to best utilize this crop, turnips should be strip grazed. Turnips are planted
in the same manner as forage rape. Rape will yield higher than turnips so the producer will have
to decide which works best for their particular situation.
Sorghum-sudangrass can be used as an annual forage crop for grazing sheep. Sorghumsudangrass is generally a high-yielding crop, which grows tall and can be drought tolerant.
Sorghum-sudangrass should be planted in the last week of May or early June to avoid the risk of
frost. Grazing should not occur until the sudangrass is 45 cm or 18 inches tall which generally
takes 60-65 days. In order to have faster re-growth, 6-8 inches of crop should be left after
grazing. If rotational grazed, sorghum sudangrass will stay productive and serve as a good feed
source. Caution should be taken when grazing sudangrass since it can cause prussic acid
poisoning in sheep. In order to avoid prussic acid poisoning one should not graze crops that are
less than 45-60 cm or 18-24 inches tall. Following a drought period, animals should not be
grazed on new growth after a rain. Prussic acid occurs in immature, young plants or plants which
have been exposed to frost or drought. If the field is high in nitrogen either from fertilizer or
manure, nitrate poisoning may result. Nitrate poisoning can also occur if the plants undergo a
drought and then rain or in a situation where the leaves are killed and the root and stem are still
active such as frost, hail, drought, trampling and grazing. A producer will have to keep both
prussic acid and nitrate poisoning in mind when grazing sheep on sorghum sudangrass.
Another option to consider when
extending the grazing season would be
grazing corn. In general, corn allows for an
increased carrying capacity when grazed. It
is recommended that corn be strip grazed to
provide a uniform diet and offer an increase
in overall gain since wastage and trampling
is minimized.

Grazing Sheep on Corn
Crop Residues
In Ontario, the most abundant crop residue is corn stover, which can be an excellent, low
cost feedstuff for dry ewes. Once the grain is harvested, the stalks, husks and leaves contain half
of the feed energy, the other half being in the grain. Stover should be grazed as soon as the grain
is harvested to take advantage of the higher nutrient quality. If the stover is not grazed right
away, the nutrient quality will be reduced. In general, 8 to 10 ewes can be grazed per acre for one
to two months.

If there is ample grain left in the field (kernels and small cobs), which passed through the
combine, the stover may need to be strip grazed or ewes could be grazed only for a few hours per
day to prevent the ewes from eating too much grain. Limiting access to the whole field will keep
the diet uniform. In general, ewes will eat any grain first, followed by the husks and leaves and
the corn stalks will be eaten last.
When grazing ewes on corn stover it is important to observe body condition regularly and
if necessary, supplementation of hay may be required. When the stalks are the only item
remaining, ewes should be supplemented with hay. Sheep should have access to salt, mineral and
water at all times.
Wet soil conditions can cause soil compaction, which may become an issue, a producer
may want to consider grazing in drier fields or waiting for the ground to freeze so soil damage
does not occur. Damage to the soil in the fall can be somewhat restored naturally due to the
winter freeze-thaw action. Grazing corn stover in the spring should be avoided since the
following crop will be affected due to soil structure damage from the ewe’s hooves during wet
conditions.
Bale Grazing
Bale grazing is another option during the winter months. Bales are placed out on pastures
and sheep are allowed to eat the bales. Bales can be placed around the pastures in the fall or can
be placed in the fields as needed throughout the winter. Electric fence can ensure that sheep eat a
few bales at a time so wastage is minimal. This can benefit a producer since bale grazing requires
minimum labour and saves time. The pastures get an even amount of manure and organic matter
from the wasted portion of the bales. By having the sheep out on the pastures with access to
shelter, animal health is improved and housing costs are reduced.

For more information please contact Jack Kyle, OMAFRA Grazing Specialist, at
jack.kyle@ontario.ca or at 705-324-5855.

