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Are Your Pastures Meeting Nutritional Needs?

As grazing season is in full swing, you may be looking at your lush pastures and
thinking your herd’s bellies are full and their needs are met. But full does not always
mean well-fed.

Ohio has battled drought conditions over the past two years, leaving many producers
with little choice but to overgraze pastures. This management stress takes a toll on
forage stands and requires time for recovery. Overgrazing can stunt root growth,
encourage weed pressure, deplete soil health, and ultimately reduce forage quality. It
also slows pasture regrowth, limiting future grazing opportunities.

If you need guidance on when to rotate pastures or how to properly use tools like a
grazing stick, consider reaching out to the Guernsey County OSU Extension Office or
the Guernsey Soil and Water Conservation District office.

Rumen Digestion

As ruminants graze, the rumen fills quickly with forage. Once the rumen fills up it
signals to the animal that it is full and to stop eating. The problem is when those forages
that the animal is getting filled up on are poor quality forages not meeting nutritional
requirements.

Lower-quality forages typically contain higher levels of fiber components such as
lignin, Neutral Detergent Fiber (NDF), and Acid Detergent Fiber (ADF). These fibrous
materials take longer to break down, and some parts are indigestible in the rumen,
limiting intake. At the same time, these forages are often deficient in key nutrients like
energy and protein.

As a result, livestock can feel full while still failing to meet their nutritional
requirements. To avoid this, producers may need to incorporate supplementation,
improve grazing management, and evaluate soil health.



Forage Testing

Forage testing is often discussed during the winter months when evaluating stored hay,
but it is just as important during the grazing season—especially after pastures have
been stressed.

Testing your pasture can provide valuable insight into nutrient content and help you
avoid situations where livestock are filling up on forages that lack adequate nutritional
value. These results can guide supplementation decisions and inform improvements in
pasture management.

Ohio producers can participate in forage testing through their local Ohio State
University Extension office. The first sample is $15, and additional samples are $20
through the 2026 eBarns Hay Testing Program. Samples must be submitted by July 28,
2026. For more information, contact the Guernsey County Extension office at 740-489-
5300.

Behavior

Your livestock can provide important clues about pasture quality. When nutritional
needs are not being met, body condition scores (BCS) may decrease overtime,
indicating that animals are becoming underconditioned.

You may also observe changes in grazing behavior such as grazing for longer periods or
actively searching for better forage; reduced milk production or slower weight gains;
animals separating from the herd to graze individually; and grazing more frequently
during hot midday hours.

These behaviors can signal that forage quality is lacking, especially if they are observed
across a large portion of the herd.

To learn more about Ohio State University Extension — Guernsey County visit:
guernsey.osu.edu.
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