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When Can I Graze My Pastures? 

Spring is here in full effect in Guernsey County! Many of you are about to start turning 
your livestock out into your pastures for spring grazing. The time has come to see what 
our pastures look like after the drought. The grass is green and appears to be growing, 
though maybe not as quickly as last spring. How do you know if your pasture is ready to 
graze? I am going to talk about three things to help you: soil fertility, pasture condition, 
and a grazing management plan. 

Soil Fertility 

Pasture conditions and soil fertility go hand in hand. If you have poor soil fertility, you 
will more than likely have poor pasture conditions. Also, keep in mind that if you plan 
to reseed this spring, there is a strong chance your seeds will not do well with poor soil 
quality. It is recommended that you test your soil every three years, but after the 
extreme drought, you may need a soil test sooner than that. If your soil is deficient in 
nutrients, it is likely that your pastures may have poor nutrient quality. This will result 
in additional supplementation for your livestock to meet their nutritional 
requirements. Maintaining soil fertility annually is typically better than applying it on 
an emergency basis. You can get a soil test at the Guernsey Extension Office or the 
Guernsey County Soil and Water office. 

Pasture Conditions 

Before you start grazing, do you walk into your fields to see what their conditions are? 
This spring, I would highly recommend doing that. Our pastures went through a lot of 
stress during the summer and maybe some during the winter. Before grazing starts, 
pastures need time to regrow not only above the ground but below as well. Deeper root 
growth allows the plant to better take up water and nutrients. If you graze too quickly 



after a drought, you could further deplete any energy the grasses have stored, which 
results in root die-off. 

What do you need to look for in your pastures? Bare spots, any excess weed growth, or 
maybe you have a field that is responding a little slower. By doing this, it will help you 
understand what needs to be done. Another option is to use a grazing stick. This will 
measure the amount of forage available for livestock to graze. It does this by combining 
information such as forage height, forage density, and species of forages growing. I, 
Emily, your local extension educator, would be happy to go out on the farm to help you 
with a grazing stick to see if your pasture is ready to graze and how much dry matter 
you will have available.  

For more information on how to use a grazing stick, visit sheep.osu.edu and read 'Use a 
Grazing Stick to Measure Forages' by Christine Gelley, published on April 23, 2025. 

Grazing Plan 

Many of your problems could potentially be solved with good grazing management 
practices. There is a potential that if you have been using a good grazing management 
plan for years, you may not have seen much impact from the drought. There are many 
factors that go into this, such as controlling weeds, nutrient movement such as manure, 
and the grazing timeframe. All of these can play into improving your pasture and 
extending your growing season. Penn State University says to allow pastures to get to 8-
10 inches when rotational grazing. Do not graze less than 4 inches, preferably 6 inches 
in drought conditions. If you would like to discuss in more detail what a grazing 
management plan would look like for you, stop in or call the extension office. 

Be sure to test your pastures to see what nutrition they are providing to your livestock. 
You may not be providing enough nutrients or maybe providing too much, which is 
costing you extra money. I am willing to come out and test your pastures to get a sense 
of what the nutritional value looks like in Guernsey County after the drought. 

As we go into the growing season, remember that overgrazed pastures with shallow 
root systems will become drought-stressed faster and will reduce water and nutrient 
uptake. Creating a successful grazing management plan will allow grasses to tolerate 
drought better and recover more quickly. 

If you have further questions, I can be reached by calling 740-489-5300, 
emailing Hornberger.21@osu.edu, or you can stop in the Guernsey County Extension 
Office. Keep in mind the nature of my work requires me to be out of the office, so please 
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call ahead of time or schedule an appointment to ensure I will be there. OSU Extension 
Guernsey County: 335B Old National Road, P.O. Box 300, Old Washington, OH 43768. 


