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Importance of Minerals in Grazing Livestock

As we celebrate Guernsey County 4-H Week, families across the county are preparing animals
for the coming season, from cattle and sheep to goats and backyard projects. No matter the size
of your operation, one truth holds across all species: good nutrition is the foundation of good
animal care. We often talk about hay quality, protein, energy or grain, but the nutrient category
that quietly plays one of the largest roles in animal health is also the one most overlooked:

minerals.

Livestock require seven major categories of nutrients: water, energy, protein, macro-minerals,
micro-minerals, vitamins, and essential fats. When animals are grazing on pasture, it is very
challenging for all of these to be met, especially vitamins and minerals. Often, forage-based diets
in our region tend to have adequate protein, especially for mature animals, although it is heavily
influenced by drought and other environmental stressors. But minerals? That is another story.
Forages often lack the proper balance of macro-minerals (such as calcium, phosphorus, and
magnesium) and micro-minerals (such as copper, zinc, and selenium). Even slight deficiencies

can impact animals long before they show obvious signs.

Minerals support nearly every system in the animal’s body. They form strong bones, fuel
metabolic reactions, support reproduction, and strengthen the immune system. Without the right
balance, livestock can develop issues such as poor growth or weight gain, weak bones or
structural issues (calcium/phosphorus imbalance), coarse hair coat or poor hoof quality, reduced
fertility and delayed breeding, lower milk production and weakened immune response leading to
more sickness. Some animals may even develop unusual appetites such as eating soil, wood, or
other non-food items as their bodies instinctively search for missing nutrients. Young animals,

breeding females, and fast-growing livestock are especially sensitive to mineral deficiencies.



Mineral levels in forage reflect what is happening beneath the surface — the soil. If soil nutrients
are low or out of balance, the plants grown on them will be too. That’s why soil testing and
forage testing are essential tools for any livestock producer. They allow us to understand what
the pasture is providing and what the animals still need supplementation. A simple mineral
program, offered free-choice, often makes the difference between livestock that merely get by

and livestock that truly thrive.

For those interested in learning more, there is an upcoming class, “Cost-effective Mineral
Program”, for supporting animals on pasture. This free educational class will be held on
Monday, March 23 from 5:30 p.m. to 8:30 p.m. at Oscar Share Hall at the Guernsey County
Fairgrounds (335 Old National Rd, Old Washington, OH 43768). This workshop will feature
Patrick Barker from Kent Feeds, Kenley Zuga from Central Fly Control, and Emily Hornberger,
OSU Extension Educator — Guernsey County, who will share insights on mineral nutrition and
fly control for livestock. The event is free to attend, includes dinner, and has limited seating, so
reservations are required by Friday, March 20 by calling 740-241-1005 or emailing
rlpatrick54@yahoo.com. The program is sponsored by Kent Feeds, OSU Extension — Guernsey
County, and Jones Feed in Byesville, and offers an excellent opportunity for livestock owners

and 4-H families to gain practical knowledge that supports healthy, productive animals.



