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The Importance of Resting Your Pastures

Most of us enjoy 
a good night’s rest 
and cherish the 
days when we get 
to sleep an extra 
hour. Conversely, 
we dread the days 
following a night 
when we weren’t 
able to get enough 
sleep. That next day, 
we usually don’t get 
as much work done 
as we should and we 
most likely don’t do 
our jobs very well. 

The same is true for the plants in our 
pastures. Without the proper amount 
of rest, they are not able to perform 
as well as they should.

To understand why plants need 
rest, we must first understand the 
basics about how plants function. 
There are four basic parts to every 
plant: leaves, stems, crowns and 
roots. The leaves are the center 
for photosynthetic activity. They 
produce the energy that is later 
stored in the crown. The stems 
provide structure to the plant, but 
do not play a major role in photo-
synthetic activity. The crown is the 
main energy storage location. Energy 
stored in the crown is used to grow 
new leaves at the beginning of the 

growing season. Roots provide stabil-
ity to the crown and stems of the 
plant, and are the primary means of 
water and nutrient uptake.

When a plant is grazed, it loses 
some of its leaves because this 
is the portion of the plant most 
livestock prefer. Thus, it loses its 
energy producing center. The plants’ 
automatic response is to rebuild 
that center using stored energy from 
the crown. If the plant is given rest 
following grazing, it is able to replace 
the leaves and replenish the energy 
supply borrowed from the crown. 
Without rest, the plant is not able 
to replenish its energy supply and 

will continue to use the remainder 
of its stored energy to produce new 
leaves. When energy in the crown 
is depleted and not given time for 
replenishment, it also has a negative 
effect on root growth.

As a whole, livestock prefer to 
graze new lush growth. At the begin-
ning of the growing season, this is 
not a problem because most plants 
are actively growing. During this 
period, livestock show little prefer-
ence and generally graze pastures 
uniformly. The problem arises later 
in the growing season when the 
livestock continually select for lush 
new growth, which tends to be the 

FORAGE

To produce lush growth, forages must have adequate rest from grazing pressure.



plants they have previously grazed. 
As the grazing season continues, 
livestock repeatedly graze the same 
plants, resulting in a severe deple-
tion of stored energy and decreased 
plant vigor.

As energy supplies are depleted, 
the plant will lose root mass and its 
competitive advantage over less 
desirable plants. Over time, the 
highly preferred plants will slowly 
die out and the less preferred plants 
will begin to take over the pasture. 
This results in a pasture with a much 
lower ecological condition, thus 
negatively affecting stocking rate and 
the performance of grazing livestock. 
With the proper amount of rest, the 
highly preferred plants are better able 
to compete and, hopefully, dominate 
the plant community. Therefore, if you 
give your plants enough rest, you will 
be able to maintain pastures in better 
ecological condition. 

The amount of rest a pasture 
needs depends on the amount 
of grazing pressure and the type 
of forage present in the pasture. 
Introduced pastures can typically 
withstand more grazing pressure 
and require less “rest” time between 
grazing events, especially when fertil-
ized. Native pastures are more sensi-
tive and require more rest between 
grazing events. The best time to rest 
any pasture is when the plants are 
actively growing. 

Being properly stocked is key to 
any grazing management strategy, 
and “rest” is probably the most effec-
tive tool we can use to produce and 
maintain healthy pastures. Without 
rest during the proper time of year, 
your pastures will steadily decline. 
Let your pastures sleep an extra hour; 
they will be happier and so will you.

 For additional information 
about managing your pastures, 
go to: www.noble.org/Ag/Forage/
ImprovePasture. <

2 Ag News and  Views  |  July 2011

by Steve Swigert / jsswigert@noble.org

Optimizing Weaned Calf Value

Cow-calf producers with calves to market in the fall should 
use the summer months to develop a plan. Specifically, are 
the calves going to be sold at weaning or are they going to 
be kept until a later date to make additional income?

With input prices and values of gain at new highs, it is 
crucial that a plan of action be made to determine what is 
best for the calves and what is best for the operation finan-
cially. There are several decisions to be made when working 

through this process.
The first decision is whether to market at weaning or keep the calves 

longer. If the calves are sold at weaning, income is available immediately and 
no more labor is needed to take care of the calves. Most of the time, however, 
calves with good to superior genetics can generate additional profits when 
kept after weaning. 

When selling calves at weaning, the shrink on the weaned calves can be 
significant, often ranging from 4 to 12 percent depending on the sale and 
weather conditions. Additionally, these same calves are being discounted 
from $6 to$8/cwt because they have not been through the weaning process. 
When compared to +2 percent to -2 percent sale shrink at the end of a 
45-day preconditioning period with no price discount for calves, the value is 
significantly higher. In addition to the lost weight and lower price at weaning, 
the calves have an opportunity to have a daily gain of 1.5 to 2.25 pounds. 
In addition, calves usually sell in a better market, price-wise, at the end of a 
typical 45-day weaning period in the fall.

To optimize margins through this preconditioning process, it is crucial 
to keep the cost of gain as low as possible – preferably in the 60 cents to 70 
cents per pound range or lower. This cost of gain level can be achieved by 
forward planning for feed, veterinary supplies, and hay or grazing.

By marketing calves at the end of the 45-day preconditioning period, 
consistent positive margins are achievable and, in some years, the margin 
can be significant. For example, Noble Foundation producers in the Integrity 
Beef program netted an additional $122 per calf during the 2010 precondi-
tioning period. 

In addition to the marketing opportunities at the end of a preconditioning 
period, these same calves will continue to perform through a wheat pasture 
or post-preconditioning feeding program. With value of gain ranging from 
85 cents to $1.05 per pound, there are potential opportunities for increased 
profits the longer the calves are held. If you need assistance calculating cost 
of gain and value of gain, give the Noble Foundation a call. <

FORAGE ECONOMICS
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by Ryan Reuter / rrreuter@noble.org

An Intensive, Forage-based Stocker Cattle Demonstration

Stocker cattle  
grazing is a major  
enterprise in the 
Noble Founda-
tion’s service area. 
How ever, the term 
“stocker” may be an 
over-generalization. 

We work with stocker producers who 
specialize in niche enterprises that run 
the gamut in cattle type and weight, 
length of ownership, intensity of man-
agement and forage system use. 

Historically, the greatest poten-
tial value in stocker production is in 
receiving and managing a lightweight, 
high-risk animal for a relatively short 
period of time and then re-selling 
the animal to another stocker opera-
tor. Further, we have observed that 
forage-based systems offer some of 
the lowest costs for producing stock-
ers. To explore this production system 
further, we implemented a demon-
stration from 2002 to 2005. 

Methods
We used 42 acres of bermuda grass 
and 22 acres in a rye/crabgrass 
double crop for the demonstration. 
The bermudagrass was overseeded 
with rye and ryegrass, and all of the 
land was heavily fertilized (> 150 lb 
of actual nitrogen per acre). Our goal 
was to produce a nearly year-round 
supply of medium to high quality 
forage. We grazed the area in an in-
tensive rotational grazing system (30 
paddocks) in which the cattle were 
rotated on a daily basis. We used an 
industry standard receiving protocol 
(including metaphylactic Micotil); 
however, we received them directly 
onto the paddocks and offered mini-
mal supplement. Our goal was to sell 
cattle at a weight and time of the year 

when they would be in high demand 
(e.g., selling 400-pound steers in 
November for wheat grazing). To plan 
our cattle purchases (Table 1), we 
backed up from our selling target and 
bought properly sized cattle to use 
the forage we expected to produce.

Results
During this demonstration, our actual 
average daily gain (ADG) was only 1.15 
lb/day, which was generally below our 
desired ADG (Table 2). Seventy-eight 
percent of the cattle we bought were 
bulls. We experienced a 30 percent 
morbidity rate and an average 5 
percent mortality rate. The mortal-
ity in the fall was much greater than 
other seasons in both years. However, 

the value of gain (VOG) we achieved 
was 90 cents per pound. At the time 
this demonstration was conducted, 
a typical VOG for a traditional stocker 
enterprise was about 50 cents per 
pound. On average, each steer cost 
$52 in cash expenses (vet, pasture, 
interest, etc.). We produced $79,259 
worth of gain in two years on 64 acres 
or $596 per acre per year. 

Implications
Our limited data indicated that this sys-
tem, while risky, could be quite profit-
able if managed correctly. We thought 
the results were interesting and worth 
sharing. Even in agriculture, produc-
ers should consider alternatives, find a 
niche and exploit their unique skills. <

LIVESTOCK

Table 1. Marketing strategy for intensive stocker cattle demonstration
Group Buy Date Buy Weight Sell Date Sell Weight Target ADG “Market”¹
A 20-Feb 335 1-May 450 1.62 Summer stockers
B 1-Apr 430 1-Jul 600 1.87 Feeder cattle
C 1-Aug 265 1-Nov 400 1.47 Wheat stockers
D 15-Oct 255 20-Feb 550 2.30 Wheat graze-out
¹Indicates the intended use for cattle that are being sold out of this program. Stocker forage 
systems for this type of cattle are available at these times of year.

Table 2. Purchase, sales and performance for lightweight stocker demonstration
Purchases Sales

Lot # Head Date Wt. $/cwt Head Date Wt. $/cwt ADG VOG¹, $/lb.
1001 66 8/20/02 327 $109.22 64 11/6/02 383 $116.27 0.72 $1.57
1002 35 12/20/02 321 $91.20 35 4/16/03 550 $88.00 1.96 $0.84
1003 45 1/21/03 368 $115.80 45 4/16/03 520 $97.00 1.79 $0.51
1004 63 4/4/03 423 $111.04 63 8/6/03 606 $98.39 1.48 $0.69
1005 100 8/14/03 319 $125.70 87 11/5/03 413 $125.60 1.13 $1.25
1006 25 11/21/03 320 $137.28 25 2/25/04 544 $107.17 2.33 $0.64
1007 25 1/9/04 323 $128.00 25 4/21/04 588 $112.84 2.57 $0.94
1008 117 3/21/04 446 $129.90 112 9/8/04 594 $120.93 0.87 $0.94
1009 70 9/15/04 319 $150.12 63 12/1/04 382 $147.24 0.82 $1.33
1010 40 12/15/04 298 $152.07 39 3/2/05 463 $127.48 2.14 $0.83
1011 60 3/5/05 317 $156.60 56 5/18/05 441 $156.61 1.68 $1.57
Sum 646 614
Avg 355 $127.79 493 $118.71 1.15 $0.90
¹Value of Gain; calculated as ($/hd sold - $/hd purchased) / gain per head
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by Hugh Aljoe / hdaljoe@noble.org

Alfalfa: Not Just Another Pretty Hay

This article originally appeared in the July 
2004 Ag News and Views newsletter.

FORAGE

Alfalfa is a cool-season perennial 
legume produced mostly for hay – 
typically for dairy hay markets, but 
also for beef cattle as a winter protein 
supplement. Its value as a hay or feed 
supplement is well recognized, but its 
usefulness as a grazing forage is often 
overlooked. Efficiency of harvest by 
baling, as well as the price structure 
for high quality hay, leads to alfalfa 
being used primarily as hay, but there 
is much untapped potential for alfalfa 
in grazing scenarios. 

In the early 1990s, the introduction 
of Alfagraze, the first alfalfa variety 
tolerant of intensive grazing, along 
with easy-to-use electric fencing 
options, increased interest in using 
alfalfa as grazed pasture. There are 
now several grazing-tolerant variet-
ies on the market developed with 
the “Alfagraze” approach, including a 
new “Roundup Ready” variety. These 
grazing alfalfas have utility as hay and 
grazed pasture.

What are some of the opportuni-
ties for grazing alfalfa? Let’s list a few.
1. Fall stockpiled for weaned calves 

Defer the last cutting on a conve-
nient pasture and allow alfalfa to 
stockpile from September until 
weaning or frost. Place weaned 
calves on high quality pasture five 
to six days post-weaning (after the 
bawl-out phase) and hold until 
marketing or until winter pasture 
is ready. Before allowing the calves 
into the alfalfa field, introduce them 
to alfalfa hay in the weaning pens.

2. Summer pasture for growing and 
lactating stock 
In areas east of I-35, where haying 
alfalfa is difficult, establish a grazing 

alfalfa for growing cattle and lactat-
ing cows. Alfalfa would be in excess 
in the spring, as would cool-season 
annual grasses, but it would con-
tinue to grow through the summer 
at a slower rate. Grazed rotationally, 
alfalfa could, in effect, be harvested 
in a timely and controlled rate by 
cattle. Use excess growth in the 
spring to flush calving cows prior to 
the breeding season.  

3. Creep feed for calves during the 
growing season 
Plant a couple of drill-widths of 
alfalfa along the edges of perennial 
warm-season pastures (one or two 
sides, for example). Place a tempo-
rary, single-strand, electric fence be-
tween the alfalfa and warm-season 
forages. Allow calves to use alfalfa 
as a creep area through the summer 
and fall. After frost and in the early 
spring, allow cows access to alfalfa 

to graze residual in the winter and 
the excess in the early spring.

4. Summer pasture for fall-born 
stockers 
Establish alfalfa and graze weaned 
calves or stockers each spring to 
carry calves to heavier market 
weights. For example, the Founda-
tion’s Forage Improvement Division 
grazed stockers on alfalfa for two 
years beginning in the fall of 2002. 
Spring gains approached 3 lb/hd/
day, with gains above 1.5 lb/hd/day 
throughout the growing season 
(April through September). The 
exception was during the extreme 
dry period of summer 2003, in 
which gains dropped below 1.5 lb/
hd/day in July and August. Under 
usual and customary practices, the 
steers would have been removed 
prior to drought conditions, but, 
due to the experimental design, 
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pre-inoculated or freshly inocu-
lated seeds. Control weeds with 
appropriate herbicides.

5. Allow alfalfa to attain early bud 
stage before initiating grazing in 
the spring. Rotationally graze, leav-
ing residuals in excess of 8 inches 
throughout the growing season. 
Harvest the excess as hay, if possible.

6. Allow alfalfa to stockpile in the fall 
at least 30 days before the historic 
first annual freeze date. Graze to 2- 
to 3-inch height during the winter 
to minimize weevil damage. Apply 
recommended fertilizer before 
spring green-up. 
Once established, continue to 

monitor soil nutrients and provide 
amendments, such as phosphorus, 
potassium and other essential nutri-
ents to increase stand life and to 
enhance production, every couple of 
years if grazed and more frequently if 
hayed occasionally. <

improve livestock performance. 
6. Food plots for white-tailed deer 

Plant alfalfa in planned food plots, 
protected from livestock, for use by 
white-tailed deer and other wildlife 
species during summer and fall. It 
may require occasional mowing or 
grazing by livestock to keep it in a 
productive, more desirable state. 
Here are some management tips if 

planting alfalfa for grazing: 
1. Target productive, well-drained 

soils with little potential for herbi-
cide carryover.

2. Test topsoil and subsoil, and apply 
lime, if needed, to raise pH to 6.5 to 
7.0 and the needed P and K, and to 
meet alfalfa requirements.  

3. Use a proven, grazing-tolerant vari-
ety of alfalfa.

4. Plant alfalfa at 15-20 lb seed/ac less 
than one-half inch deep into a firm 
seedbed, or no-till into a chemically 
fallowed soil in the early fall. Plant 

the steers remained throughout 
the season. Although bloat could 
be a problem, there was no inci-
dence of bloat in this study. 

5. Complementary cow forage 
Interseed alfalfa in strips or blocks 
large enough to manage into 
perennial warm-season pasture 
such as bermudagrass. For mature 
cattle, 10 percent to 20 percent of 
a pasture should be sufficient. This 
will require killing the bermuda-
grass with a glyphosate treatment 
prior to planting the alfalfa. By 
rotationally grazing, stand life 
can be extended, but the aggres-
sive nature of bermuda grass will 
eventually overwhelm the alfalfa 
within a couple of growing seasons 
(alfalfa stand life is extended if 
hayed only). The presence of alfalfa 
in the pasture will increase diet 
quality of grazing cattle, especially 
during summer months, which will 

Winter Pasture/Stocker Seminar

For more information or to register, visit www.noble.org/
AgEvents, or call Tracy Cumbie at 580.224.6411.  
Preregistration is requested. 

Now is the time to plan for winter pasture production and a successful 
stocker operation. Learn about production of cool-season forages 
and many aspects of stocker cattle management, including health, 
nutrition and the market outlook at the Winter Pasture/Stocker Seminar.

1 p.m.-5 p.m.
July 26, 2011 
Noble Foundation Kruse Auditorium 
Ardmore, Okla.
No Registration Fee
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by Josh Gaskamp / jagaskamp@noble.org and Ken Gee / klgee@noble.org

Using Drop-nets to Capture Feral Hogs

Between 2000 
and 2010, feral hogs 
expanded their 
range to include 
at least 74 of 77 
Oklahoma coun-
ties and 235 of 254 
Texas counties. They 
are present in all 47 
counties of the No-
ble Foundation ser-
vice area. This wide 
distribution has led 
to increased human 
and feral hog contact 
which often results 

in increased conflict. If feral hogs have 
a redeeming quality, it might be that 
they provide some additional recre-
ational hunting opportunities. If cared 
for properly, their meat can make 
tasty table fare. However, potential 
problems associated with feral hogs 
are numerous, including difficulty 
controlling population numbers, dis-
ease transmission, property damage 
and competition for resources with 
native wildlife.

In many areas, feral hog popula-
tions are present in epidemic propor-
tions, and the need for control is 
imminent. Numerous trap designs 
have been used to capture them; 
however, drop-nets have never been 
examined as a potential tool for feral 
hog control. We have used drop-nets 
to capture deer for more than 25 
years. In the mid-1990s, we began 
using drop-nets to capture feral 
hogs that were interfering with our 
white-tailed deer capture efforts. The 
technique was successful enough to 
warrant further examination. 

We implemented a two-year study 
to compare the effectiveness and 
efficiency of a 60 foot by 60 foot drop-

net and a traditional corral trap for 
trapping feral hogs. In 2010, treatment 
units and multiple trap sites were 
identified on 10,000 acres in Love 
County, Okla. Trap sites were baited 
with whole corn and monitored with 
infrared-triggered cameras during 
pre-baiting, pre-trap construction and 
capture periods. During the first year 
(2010), we trapped 222 hogs between 
Jan. 25 and April 28. 

We documented maximum 
captures of 27 and 15 in drop-nets 
and corral traps, respectively. Prelimi-
nary findings indicate that 93 percent 
and 55 percent of the hog popula-
tions were removed from the study 
sites using drop-nets and corral traps, 
respectively. Catch per unit effort was 
1.9 and 2.4 hours per hog for drop-
nets and corral traps, respectively. 

Preliminary data indicate drop-nets 
are an effective tool for capturing feral 
hogs. Advantages of using drop-nets 
include reduced trap shyness and 
the ability to capture large numbers, 
sometimes entire sounders, in a single 
drop. Capturing an entire sounder 
likely reduces instances of hogs 
becoming educated to the trap and 
therefore reduces wariness around 
trap sites. Non-target captures are also 
eliminated when using drop-nets for 
hog capture.

Keep in mind, we are in no way 
suggesting drop-nets are “the only 
way” to capture feral hogs. Data from 
the first year of the study suggests, 
however, that drop-nets deserve 
consideration for inclusion in the 
arsenal of weapons to fight the feral 
hog epidemic. <

WILDLIFE

Top: A sounder of feral hogs eating bait beneath a drop-net 
Bottom: Feral hogs captured by a drop-net
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by Jim Johnson / jpjohnson@noble.org

What Tools Are in Your Toolbox?

Access to trusted advisors is also 
a valuable tool for agricultural opera-
tions. These may include the Noble 
Foundation; government agencies 
such as the extension service, state 
department of agriculture and 
Natural Resource Conservation 
Service; and crop consultants, among 
others. In addition to answering 
questions, these expert sources often 
offer educational events. Each month 
there are many field days, seminars, 
workshops and conferences avail-
able to agricultural producers. These 
advisors can also provide you with 
educational materials, such as fact 
sheets, either in printed or electronic 
form, and even “calculators” such as 
the Dry Fertilizer Calculator and Lime 
Calculator found at www.noble.org/
Tools on the Internet. By increasing 

your knowledge, you can improve 
your operation. 

Newer and better crop variet-
ies are another tool you can use to 
increase production in your opera-
tion. For instance, a newly released 
variety of wheat that has been proven 
in multilocation and multiyear perfor-
mance trials may yield 10 percent 
more grain than a variety released 10 
years ago.

As you can see, there are many 
other “tools” beyond traditional 
hammers and wrenches. The tools 
mentioned above as well as many 
more are available, not just for crops, 
but also for other areas of agricultural 
production. Take some time to think 
about the resources you have in your 
“toolbox.” Remember to work smarter, 
not harder. <

I recently be-
came the owner of 
an iPhone. It does 
almost everything 
except “Beam me 
up, Scotty.” Smart 
phones are excellent 
examples of tools 

we can use to make our agricultural 
operations more efficient and pro-
ductive. Smart phones combine the 
technology of a phone, high speed 
Internet, computer, email and a 
digital camera. These tools, whether 
in one package or as separate units, 
allow the exchange of voice, text and 
picture information. This makes com-
munication with suppliers, customers 
and others with whom you need to 
interact easier and faster. 

For instance, a picture of an 
unknown weed or insect can be taken 
and emailed to a Noble Founda-
tion soils and crops consultant for 
identification. The consultant can 
then identify the pest and send back 
a recommended pesticide to control 
it, if it is something that needs to be 
controlled. Then the Internet can be 
used to look up more information 
about that pesticide, and the phone 
can be used to call your chemical 
supplier or custom applicator.

Another technology tool that can 
be used for crops and pastures is the 
global positioning system or GPS. 
Using a GPS guidance system when 
spraying pesticides on fields reduces 
skips and overlaps which improves 
pest control and reduces crop 
damage, resulting in increased crop 
production. Using a GPS guidance 
system also reduces fatigue on the 
person driving the tractor so they can 
work more effectively.

SOILS
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EVENTS
Estate Planning Seminar
Date: July 12, 2011     
Location: Southern Oklahoma Technology Center, Ardmore, Okla.
Time: 1 p.m.-5 p.m. 
No Registration Fee

Winter Pasture/Stocker Seminar
Date: July 26, 2011
Location: Noble Foundation Kruse Auditorium, Ardmore, Okla.
Time: 1 p.m.-5 p.m.
No Registration Fee

Hunter Education Course
Date: Aug. 20, 2011     
Location: Southern Oklahoma Technology Center, Ardmore, Okla.
Time: 8 a.m.-5 p.m.  
No Registration Fee

For more information or to register, please visit www.noble.org/AgEvents, or 
call Tracy Cumbie at 580.224.6411. Preregistration is requested.


