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Presenter
Presentation Notes
We will spend the next 40 minutes listening to this presentation.   I deliberately wanted to leave time for questions, comments and concerns.  
My name is Jess Jackson.  I’ve spent 34 years working for SCS and NRCS as a Range Management Specialist, DC, RC&D Coordinator and as a Grazing Specialist in Texas and Iowa.   I joined NHQ staff in February 2015.
I grew up on ranch near Abilene Texas where my father worked for SCS for 32 years and tried many conservation practices.  I’ve learned from everyone that I’ve worked with and will share what I know with you.  This is not intended to be a highly technical presentation.  The goal is to introduce you to unconventional or nontypical grazing systems and provide some ideas and how to help these livestock folks to be successful using NRCS planning.



Unconventional Grazing Systems

What are they?

Why should producers consider them?

What are the benefits and risks?

Where to ask for help

WARNING: There is a difference between pasture and rangelands

So What Now!

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I will attempt to answer these questions in the new few minutes.   I’ve taught a 3 day curriculum on grazing several times over the last 10 years to really get into depth so keep this in perspective.  It is hard to boil down part of 3 days into 30 minutes.



Unconventional Grazing Systems
What are they?

 Generally a different or unusual management system.

• Herding; invisible fence; ultra high density; bringing forage to the livestock; 
patterns of grass, forbs and brush to benefit one or more species.

 A different kind/class of livestock

• White tailed deer, Caribou, Elk, Goats, Swine, Poultry, Other Exotics

 Multi-species grazing

• FLERDs Combinations generally of livestock kinds based on forage eaten, 
markets available, profit, resource concerns or a combination of these and 
more

 May be one, two or all three of the items above.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I would separate unconventional grazing systems into 3 major categories.  #1 is different or unusual management.  I realize different depends on geography, culture and other factors.   Some of what I’m calling different may be normal where you are.  #2. is a different Kind or class of animal.  Kind of animal is species related like Alpacas, Cattle, Monarch butterflies, or Swine.  Class is within a species such as stockers, pairs, bulls and heifers.  We will focus mostly on kind differences more than class because the differences are larger.   PLEASE NOTE: The same animals you are using can also be trained to eat unfamiliar foods.  Kathy Voth and Utah State University are leaders in that area.   Kathy is speaking at the 6th National Conference On Grazing Lands. #3 is Multi-species or complimentary grazing.  Since different grazing animals eat difference things it is possible to add livestock without compensating as much as adding more of the same livestock.  You can add one goat per cow if there is more than about 15% brush in a pasture or generally one grazing swine per 20 head of cattle if the pasture is lush and has 40-60% clover.   Don’t know the formula for chickens and turkeys.  #$4.   Best of all is a combination of these three to gain the most benefit from the additional livestock and management needed to deal with them.



Unconventional Grazing Systems

Why should producers consider them?

 Increased Profit

Manage a resource concern (invasive plants, noxious (not toxic) 
plants, brush management etc.)

Diversify operation

Raise more salable product per acre (meat, milk, hair, wool, hunting 
rights, recreation, tourism, . . . )

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Many of us may have noticed that dealing with invasive species of plants, brush, weeds, flies and other parasites and many other problems requires constant inputs into the system.   Think for a minute – how does that work  with the huge wildebeest and zebra herds in Africa?  A biological solution to a biological problem is often the best solution to use because it continues to function if we are in sync with creation.     

For example adding goats to a cattle operation can reduce brush and weeds so herbicides are not needed or needed less. Adding another kind of livestock like chickens or swine can reduce some parasite problems if managed correctly.  If not managed well it can create problems too.  These options can also provide a diverse income stream by adding another salable product like free range eggs, goat meat, or maybe a hunting or birdwatching opportunity as plant diversity and health increase.





Unconventional Grazing Systems
What are the benefits and risks?

Benefits:
 Increased profit potential in $/Acre – more pounds of salable product (meat, milk, wool, hair, 

wildlife, recreation)
 May allow a niche operation with higher profit.
 Way of Life choice – sustainable, locally grown, organic, low input, etc.
 Biological solution to a biological problem – working with nature instead of against it.
 Provides additional conservation benefits – more wildlife, pollinators, clean water, soil 

health etc.
 Can simplify some portions of management – only one pasture to check vs. whole place

Risks:
 Increased management time, commitment and expertise needed – poor management = 

wreck
 Increased time investment to learn how to manage, at least initially
 May require infrastructure changes (fence and water)
 Coffee shop mafia will make fun of them and you.
 Must be feasible, acceptable and suitable for the geography and weather.
 Ensure markets, legal requirements are adequately dealt with
 May require a high initial investment.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Like those who choose to invest in stocks, real estate, or a savings account the choice of management options can increase both risk and rewards.   Unconventional grazing systems require more time, effort, education and often investment to get them going.  Trying to learn as you go may cause an environmental, ecological and reputational wreck.   A well prepared approach will still have challenges but these can be handled more easily if we aren’t adding them to mistakes that have already been made.�
These systems can have significant rewards.  I have had many producers tell me how thrilled they are with these systems.  Those are probably not people who keep all their savings in a savings account.  They are taking a risk and have limited the downsides as much as possible so that they are not gambling.



Unconventional Grazing Systems

Where to ask for help

Producers who are already successfully doing it
State and National Center Specialists or National Discipline 

Leaders
Land Grant and other University Researchers
Other Federal and State Agency personnel
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Presentation Notes
NRCS is the lead technical agency for USDA but there are others who are technical also.    ARS, Extension, University researchers and other federal agencies such as BLM, Forest Service, FWS and even the Park Service can help.   Make sure please that you’ve asked the technical discipline leaders above you in NRCS first for their help.  We may not know all the answers but we communicate and have a good network of innovators and early adopters who may be successfully doing what your producer wants to do.



Unconventional Grazing Systems
There is a difference between pasture and rangelands

There is a significant difference between Pasture and Rangelands. They must not be managed in the same way.

Pasture:
 Pasture is in many ways a subset of 

cropland with forages planted and 
replanted at some interval.

 Intensively managed to maximize 
harvest efficiency.

May have from 1- 6 main species
Generally non-native plants or a mixture 

of native and non-native
 Assumed to be fertilized, sprayed, 

mowed, hayed and other things 
(intensively managed)

 If we screw it up – it is tilled or plowed 
and replanted.   Replanted at some 
interval anyway.

Rangeland:
 Grasslands, shrublands or savannah mostly 

native plants.
 Ecologically managed with fire and grazing.  

Applying Fertilizer, Herbicides or other 
treatments is unusual or never done.

 Normally has more than 100 species with 
10 or more comprising the majority of 
biomass production

 Generally always native plants or managed 
for native plants

 If we screw it up it may never recover and 
cannot be feasibly replanted or restored.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Unconventional grazing systems can be used on pasture or rangelands.   There are critical and key differences in these two landuses and how they react matters also based on geography, climate and other factors.

Pasture is generally more forgiving and there is less at stake if mismanaged in the short term.   Pastures are generally found in the more humid areas of the U.S. or in irrigated areas of the drier parts of the nation.  

Rangelands because of their ecological sensitivity need to be much more carefully managed and monitored to ensure that unconventional grazing systems are producing benefits for soil, plants and animals in both the short and long term.  A higher level of expertise is needed to properly plan and manage unconventional grazing systems on rangelands.  I am not saying don’t do it.  I am saying please be educated, informed and have NRCS Rangeland Management Specialists and other experts help in developing and implementing these systems.



Unconventional Grazing Systems
So What!

Solve a resource concern – maybe
Increased profit – maybe
Diversify operations – yes
More work – probably (define work) 
Quality of Life options – yes
Turning lemons into lemonade – maybe
Niche operation options – if chosen yes

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Changing management, changing livestock or adding different livestock may solve the resource concern targeted by that change.  Don’t forget the Law of Unintended Consequences though and help producers thoroughly consider the effects of the changes being considered.

For example: Using goats to solve a brush encroachment concern may work well but the change from lots of brush to no brush will impact wildlife such as deer, quail, birds and more.   Some of those changes can be positive and some negative depending upon species and what replaces the brush.

Profit may increase from the change but there are almost always additional expenses too.
Diversifying operations can be just the change to an unconventional grazing system or it may be greater such as allowing a family member to create an additional business on top of the existing grazing operation.  Examples could be birdwatching, hunting, tourism, community supported agric.,  boutique meat operations and many more.
Unconventional Systems are always more work initially but I’ve had the personal experience of watching that workload drop as we learned how to manage more effectively.  I’ve also had producers comment that they had more profit than they’ve ever had, more time than they’ve ever had, happier animals, spouses and self than they can remember plus better pasture and soil health.
Niche operations can range from deer breeding ranches, to pollinators for tourism to boutique beef operations for local markets.  Depending on the options -- watch for laws and regs; competition in the market, ability to deliver the product how when and where it is advertised.



Unconventional Grazing Systems
So What!

 Grazing lands provide significant ecological benefits if well 
managed for water quality, soil health, wildlife and much 
more.
 Many farm families are looking to add additional income 

using sustainable approaches.
 If done well these may provide opportunities for children or 

new farm families to enter agriculture.
 Provides an economic and ecological buffer as the 

landscape becomes more resilient.
 As management intensity increases there is a chance to 

continue conservation improvements.
 May keep fragile lands from being cropped.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Much like Soil Health and some of the Water Quality efforts.  Unconventional grazing systems are generally not new.   They are a management strategy for producers to use that want or need to use.   When people are ready to change these grazing systems can provide a way to keep raising livestock that may provide a significant conservation benefit.



Unconventional Grazing Systems

EXAMPLES
Of Management 

Changes



Black line is permanent fence.  Yellow is electric temp or permanent.
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A Twelve paddock system designed for further subdivision with two pipelines, one permanent fence, five temporary fences and 6 troughs.  

Q:  FOR THOSE WHO LIKE THIS GAME TELL ME WHAT IS DIFFERENT BETWEEN THIS SLIDE AND THE NEXT ONE.

NOTE REST IS KEY:  A 1 day graze 11 day rest = disaster.   We must balance animal and plant needs.  If a choice must be made then favor the plants for long term stability.
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Almost certainly a high density grazing system.  This is the initial system with continuing subdivision.  This is a great place to discuss rotation.  Either serpentine as shown – or top to bottom then right – or outside then inside.

Q: FOR THOSE WHO LIKE THIS GAME TELL ME WHAT IS DIFFERENT BETWEEN THIS SLIDE AND THE NEXT ONE.
A:  More livestock.  The temporary fence and water troughs (in most cases)  can be leapfrogged across the system to get smaller paddocks. 



Can you see the paddock lines?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Sawyer Beef LLC, Princeton Iowa High Density Grazing System year 2.  Source Google Maps




How about
now?

2 -> 52 
Paddocks
About 65 

Ac.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The red area depicts the original paddock system (2).  Areas were overgrazed and there wasn’t enough forage.  After 3 years in this humid environment the producers doubled cow numbers by investing $18,000 or their money and $18,000 of taxpayer money through EQIP.  They got another 200 acres of grazing land for $36000.  In that part of Iowa land sells for at least $4000 per acre.  They saved $764,000!!!!!  

Do you think this affected their profit?










NW Minnesota – note trees  One year later with REST



White tailed Deer 
Grazing System
Breeding Herd

Challenges:

They are browsers not grazers
They have full feed to maximize 

antler development
Each animal is worth a large 

amount of money and that 
affects management 
considerations
Balancing livestock:forage ratio



Brush Patterns for 
W

ildlife
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It is possible to work with larger properties to manage for a specific species or a suite of wildlife species.   For most of my career in Texas the ranchers that I helped managed their property for hunting more than for livestock.  This was primarily because the wildlife provided more income.   NRCS planners should continue to think creatively about how to help producers generate income from unconventional systems that may be used to benefit unconventional creatures like monarch butterflies, birds, rare plants or others if there is a way to make an economic return and conserve the nations resources.

I worked with one producer who used fire and cattle grazing to benefit overwintering geese and gross more than a million dollars per year with guided hunts.



Unconventional Grazing Systems

EXAMPLES
Of Kind/Class of 

Livestock Changes

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Unconventional Grazing Systems may add livestock kinds such as:
Alpacas, bison, Cattle, Chickens, Goats, Exotic non-natives such as antelope, zebra, etc.; Sheep, Swine or more

Class would be immature females or males, neutered animals, breeding males or females etc.

We need to consider the idea that more producers are using grazing as a tool to benefit hunting opportunities, recreation, tourism, recreation or other primary income sources.  I worked with a ranch on the Gulf Coast of Texas that in the late 1990s was grossing over a million dollars per year with guided goose hunts and used cattle as a tool to provide and benefit goose habitat.   I’ve talked with a well know rancher from North Dakota whose children used hunting and recreation as ways to enter the family business.   Changing grazing management and a few other things allowed the kids to make a decent living.
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Goats and goat meat, milk, and cheese are becoming more popular throughout the U.S.  Goats for brush management is a growing business model and adding goats to an existing livestock operation can help diversify income.   They come with challenges though.



Browse Type Crude 
Protein %

Neutral
Detergent 
Fiber

Calcium Phosphorus

Multiflora Rose 18.2 34.5 .99 .32

Black Locust 23 44 1.26 .21

Honeysuckle 16 34.5 1.21 .3

Brambles 17.1 24.5 .23 .84

Greenbriar 16.1 39.5 .6 .18

Trumpet Creeper 16.7 43.1 .42 .22

Hackberry 14 41 4 .13

Sumac 13.7 77 n/a .2

Alfalfa, full bloom 14.0 55 1.53 .27

Fescue, tall, early 
bloom 20.2 62 .38 .26
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Introducing new kinds of livestock requires careful thought and preparation.   Goats are a great example.  Nothing a goat loves more than standing on your Ferrari.   As smaller ruminants, sheep and goats are more prone to predation than larger livestock kinds such as cattle.    Training the smaller animals to remain near the safety of larger livestock to create a FLERD or adding guard animals can be an important management change.

As planners it is imperative that we help livestock producers make sound decisions.   Try to help them consider the implications of each decision so they are prepared for the consequences both bad and good of adding a new kind/class of livestock.
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This is a chicken bus on a cattle ranch.  Doug Darrow keeps his bus and 300 laying hens about 72 hours behind the cow herd so that the chickens will scatter the manure, eat fly larvae and other insects and produce yummy organic, free range eggs.  Doug uses spent hens that are cheaper than chicks and the 300 hens produce around 10 dozen eggs per day (free range and organic but not certified).  On 9/23/2015 organic eggs in Iowa City Iowa sold for $4.25 dozen  - $42/day for 6 months (180 days)= $7,560 gross additional income.



Some animals are worth a great 
amount of money.  Grazing is a 
great way to get out and get 
some neck exercise.

Presenter
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White tailed Deer Breeding operation.  Example of a kind of livestock operation change.   At Trophy Whitetails® each adult deer is worth not less than $10,000. The genetics of these deer is amazing.   Adding a doe to a wild herd, if she survives for several years could significantly increase the gene pool for antler size.   A buck like this can breed many does if he can survive in the wild.   This one is worth well over $40, 0000
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There are many options for unconventional systems.   I’ve personally sold uncut and not dehorned billy goat kids for $2.20 per pound live weight.    We should be able to help livestock producers weigh the benefits and risks of adding livestock and changing management to help them reach their goals and maintain a healthy grazing system.
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Yes grazing in winter may be unconventional but what do you think they did before we tamed them.   Ensuring there is plenty of nutritious forage can make up for the additional work to graze down under the snow cover to get it.
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Making sure that you’ve matched the right animals to the right forages and that management is sound can make the difference.



Unconventional Grazing Systems

EXAMPLES
Of Multi-species
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Understanding both animal physiology and plant physiology can really help planners figure out how to mix and match species.   Animal behavior also matters.  

To put it simply you need to know what they eat and why.  You also need to know generally who plays nice and who doesn’t and remember that each animal is different and may not react like most of the species.   Bad actors need to find a new home because animals learn by watching other animals.  A fence jumper, cow tipper, sheep biter etc. will teach others their bad habits and I had enough trouble raising my children to the point that I wasn’t interested in parenting my livestock.
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Multi-species or FLERD grazing offers many opportunities and many challenges.  What is the place of each animal and what benefits and minus’s do they bring to the effort.

Knowing that llamas are not jumpers but alpacas are can help with planning fences.  Knowing that goats and white tailed deer eat about the same diet can help us plan which species to manage and maybe use one to benefit or hurt another.  Selecting animals that eat significantly different diets can be a great opportunity to deal with weeds, brush, invasive species or other issues and potentially make some money at the same time by converting that to milk, meat, wool, eggs etc.



Can and should 
we manage 

grazing system for 
non livestock in 

ways that 
enhance income, 
improve resource 
conservation and 

keep our 
ecosystems 

healthy?





The US. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all it’s 
programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, 

gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, and marital or family 
status. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with 

disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program 
information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc..) should contact the 

USDA’s TARGET Center at (202)-720-2600 (voice & TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil 
Rights, Room 326W, Whitten Building, 14th & Independence Ave., SW, 

Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice & TDD). USDA 
is an Equal  Opportunity Provider and  Employer

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Any Questions?
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