
While the tradi-
tional burning 
season for the 
Southern Great 

Plains goes from December 
to April, more and more land 
managers are conducting 
prescribed burns during the 
growing season in order to 
achieve their pasture man-
agement and forage goals. 

Regardless of the burn season, a major goal of 
prescribed burning is to control brush, improve 
wildlife habitat and improve forage quality for 
livestock.

A crucial factor for the success of grow-
ing-season burns is the stocking rate of live-
stock grazing the land, because of its effect on 
the fine fuel available. Proper livestock stocking 
rate is the most important management deci-
sion a manager can make. It impacts not only 
livestock production, operation economics and 
wildlife habitat, but also a land manager’s abil-
ity to use the important ecological process of 
prescribed burning.

Proper Stocking Rates Make 
Growing-Season Burns Possible
by Steven Smith, wildlife and fisheries 
consultant  |   sgsmith@noble.org

FORAGE

Lush forage growing on Sept. 13, 2018, in Cooke 
County, Texas, after a growing-season burn on July 5.
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AVOID OVERSTOCKING, 
OVERGRAZING
Overstocked pastures lead to overgrazing, which 
is consistently the No. 1 problem we see in many 
operations. Overgrazing is a significant cause of 
poor forage and livestock production, wildlife 
habitat loss, soil erosion, weed problems, and 
lower profitability on millions of acres across the 
country. A correctly stocked property is import-
ant for operational profitability and can provide 
flexibility in operational management in order to:
• Provide or improve wildlife habitat.
• Implement prescribed burning.
• Adapt to drought or other adverse weather 

conditions. 
• Temporarily increase livestock numbers in 

years with better-than-average growing 
conditions.

GROWING-SEASON BURNS 
NEED ADEQUATE FUEL
If a land manager is interested in conducting 
growing-season burns, the area to be burned 
usually needs adequate 
fine fuel comprised of 
last year’s growth. As 
mentioned above, when 
land managers limit their 
burn season to the five 
months from December 
to April, they often find it 
difficult to implement the 
number of burns needed 
to achieve their goals 
of brush control, forage 
improvement and opti-
mum wildlife habitat. 

Typically, weather 
during the traditional 
burn months is somewhat 
turbulent, because fronts 
move through an area. 
These fronts cause wind 
to frequently change 
direction, leaving small 
windows for burning. 
This is one reason why 
more and more land managers are conduct-
ing growing-season burns, during late spring 
through early fall months, to meet some of their 
prescribed burning goals. Weather during the 
summer months typically has higher humidity 
and more-consistent wind patterns. Regardless 
of the burn season, a major goal of prescribed 
burning is to control brush, improve wildlife habi-
tat and forage quality for livestock.

STUDY SHOWS VALUE OF 
GROWING-SEASON BURNS
During the summer of 2018, a producer in 
Cooke County, Texas, conducted several grow-
ing-season burns on native rangeland pastures 
on June 23 and July 5. The producer collected 
and analyzed forage samples on Sept. 17, 2018, 
and again on Nov. 13, 2018, to track the forage 
quality of the areas. The producer also col-
lected samples from an ungrazed, unburned 
area (same site) to serve as a comparison to 
the burned areas. The burned and unburned 
areas were divided by a ranch road.

As you can see in the results table, the 
burned areas provided higher-quality forage — 
higher crude protein and total digestible nutri-
ents (TDN) and lower levels of less-desirable 

CRUDE PROTEIN (%) ADF (%) NDF (%) TDN (%)

Sept. 17 sample

Control- 
unburned

9.6 38.9 71.1 51.6

June 23 burn 15.3 33.2 59.0 58.2

July 5 burn 16.5 32.7 58.7 58.8

Nov. 13 sample

Control-un-
burned

6.2 46.5 78.8 42.9

June 23 burn 14.8 32.2 58.0 59.3

July 5 burn 16.6 36.0 60.1 55.0

Note: ADF=Acid Detergent Fiber. NDF=Neutral Detergent Fiber. TDN=Total Digestible Nutrients

FORAGE SAMPLES COLLECTED FROM BURNED AND 
UNBURNED AREAS IN COOKE COUNTY, TEXAS, IN 2018 

fiber — going into the winter months than did 
the ungrazed, unburned area. 

These burns were possible only because 
the producer had a livestock stocking rate 
that allowed him the flexibility to accu-
mulate a fine fuel load from the previous 
growing season in the pastures he wanted 
to burn. Because of the successful grow-
ing-season burns, this producer was able 
to wait until December before he started 
feeding supplemental protein. His stocking 
rate also permitted him to maintain enough 
standing forage for his herd, allowing him 

the ability to wait until February to feed the 
first bale of hay of the year. 

STOCK RIGHT FOR OPTIMUM FORAGE
So you can see another major reason that stock-
ing rates are the most important decision a live-
stock producer can make. If a producer would 
like to implement growing-season burns, these 
areas should not be grazed or lightly grazed 
during the year prior to the burn. In many oper-
ations, the current stocking rates may need to 
be adjusted for them to be able to implement 
growing-season burns. 

For more informa-
tion about how to 
determine a stock-
ing rate, see: Proper 
livestock stocking 
rate supports oper-
ation, wildlife. www.
noble.org/live-
stock-stocking-rate 

For another exam-
ple of growing 
season burns 
extending forage 
quality, see: Grow-
ing-Season Burns 
Hold Potential for 
Fall and Winter For-
age. www.noble.
org/growing- 
season-burns


