
Range beef cattle are not the real products. Range 
plants are. It is easy to forget that ranchers are selling 
plant nutrients. The grazing animal is merely a harvest-
ing machine. If livestock is the harvester, then use the 
harvester to manage the crop.

There are optimal times for harvesting range plants, 
both for production and sustainability. Thinking about 
the range in that context helps in managing livestock 
and the land. 

Western U.S. Rangelands
About 12 rangeland types with economic importance 

are in the western U.S. Each requires specific types and 
times of management. Table 1 on the next page outlines 
each type, explaining some of the major characteristics. 
Even if you are able to identify your grazing as one of 
these specific types, there is substantial variation within 
each.

The only sure way to manage your range correctly is 
to have and use individual records of green-up and other 
characteristics such as yield, ability to support animals, 
etc. It is beyond the scope of this paper to provide that 
kind of detailed information. You will have to maintain 
your own records. There is, however, some general 
information that greatly helps. 

Basic Rangeland Grazing Concepts 
To a beef animal, grazing is a natural means of get-

ting daily sustenance. To the manager, grazing should 
be more than that. When and where an animal grazes 
has a great deal to do with maintaining and improving 
overall productivity of both plants and animals.

Plants have differing nutritional qualities throughout 
the year, and cattle, no matter where they are, constantly 
eat what they prefer and as much of it as they possibly 

can to meet their requirements. Therefore, the challenge 
is to manage grazing to meet both animal and plant needs 
and to protect the soil resource. 

Beef cows vary in their needs. Production state and 
body condition determine needs. Pregnancy and lacta-
tion have the greatest influence. Nutrient demand is 
highest for the few months after birth during peak lacta-
tion. The last trimester of gestation is the second highest 
period of nutrient demand. In other times the nutrient 
needs are much less.

 Plants have a nutrient profile over the growing period. 
Nutrient content varies based on plant species, stage of 
growth, soil type, and weather conditions. Spring is the 
season when most plants are at their highest in nutrient 
content. This is particularly true of grasses. 

Grazed forage anywhere in the world rarely matches 
livestock needs exactly. In some cases the forage is richer 
than needed. Most of the time it is not enough forage, 
poor quality, or missing essential nutrients. Normally 
extra feed, or substitution of feed, supplements the 
deficient nutrients.

It is difficult to manipulate plant nutrient content 
directly because of season or location, but producers 
can manage animals. Here’s a partial list of ways to 
manage animals:
• Schedule their breeding times.
• Choose to graze an area or not.
• Graze an area at a particular time.
• Calve or lamb at differing times.

Producers can use these animal attributes to manage 
range plants, which is our real product, and producers 
can match animals’ nutrient requirements with the times 
when plants provide the nutrients.
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