
By LON TONNESON

YOU can save money with swath 
grazing, according to researchers 
at the USDA Agricultural Research 

Service’s Northern Great Plains Research 
Laboratory in Mandan, N.D.

They conducted a four-year study 
of swath grazing and found they saved 
24 cents per day per cow from mid-
November through mid-February com-
pared to feeding the cows in a corral or 
near a barn.

With a herd of 200 cows, you’d save 
more than $4,000 each winter, says Don 
Tanaka, USDA ARS soil scientist.

You save money by swath grazing 
because you don’t have to start up a 
tractor to feed cows. 

You also don’t have to remove and 
store manure from winter cattle corrals. 
Instead, the cattle distribute the manure 
naturally as they graze, improving soil 
quality and crop production, Tanaka 
says.

Swath feeds
The USDA ARS study was part of a test 
of a three-year crop rotation to minimize 
use of store-bought nitrogen fertilizer 
and pesticides. Scientists were looking 
at how livestock impacted no-till grain 
and forage production.

The rotation used an oat and pea mix 
the fi rst year, then a triticale and sweet 
clover mix, followed by drilled corn the 

Key Points
■ Swath grazing can reduce winter feeding 

costs.
■ Cows do most of the work instead of you 

and a tractor.
■ In a USDA study, savings totaled 24 cents 

per day per head.

Beef checkoff launches advocacy program
The beef checkoff program has developed a Master of Beef Advocacy program. 
The newly designed MBA program is an e-learning opportunity developed to 
assist producers across the country in becoming effective spokespeople for the 
industry. The program consists of six 1-hour core courses for the 2009 fi scal 
year: beef safety, beef nutrition, animal care, environmental stewardship, modern 
beef production and the beef checkoff. The MBA program will be a voluntary, 
self-directed online learning environment designed for beef producers. Producers 
wanting more information should contact Daren Williams at dwilliams@beef.org.

Trade restrictions cost $11 billion
The International Trade Commission has released a report es-
timating that trade restrictions resulting from bovine spongiform 
encephalopathy cost the cattle industry $11 billion from 2004 
to 2007. The report noted that BSE-related trade restrictions on 

U.S. beef are not based in science, saying, “As of May 2007, the United States 
has been recognized by the World Organization for Animal Health as a controlled 
risk country with regard to BSE. However, certain countries impose restrictions 
on U.S. beef that are more stringent than the OIE guidelines.” The full report is 
available online at hotdocs.usitc.gov/docs/pubs/332/pub4033.pdf.

NCBA forms new Young Producers’ Council
Providing an opportunity for young people to be more involved in the future of the 
beef industry, the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association has created the Young 
Producers’ Council. The YPC encourages NCBA members from ages 18 to 35 to 
be involved on policy committees, interact with other young producers, enhance 
their leadership abilities, further their professional development and take advan-
tage of regular NCBA benefi ts. Membership in the YPC is free to NCBA mem-
bers. For more information about involvement in the Young Producers’ Council, 
visit www.BeefUSA.org/ypc.

Meat production to fall in 2009
In 2009, total meat production is expected to be down about 1.1% according 
to Gerry Bange, World Agricultural Outlook board chairman. While it’s unusual, 
Bange says the high cost of feed and energy this year caused farmers to cut 
back on herds and breeding stock. “We’re seeing tighter calf supplies,” he says. 
“Calf supplies have been somewhat restricted due to drought conditions in var-
ious parts of the country. There are some signs of weaker demand, which may in 
fact relate to the economic situation. People are adjusting their expenditures.”

Beef Briefs

Reduce your winter feeding costs

WINTER SAVINGS: Cows graze on corn swaths at Mandan, N.D. The practice 
helped researchers reduce feeding costs by 24 cents per day per head. 
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SWATH FEED: A combine leaves 
swaths for cows to graze. 

third year. All were grown without tillage, 
and crop residue was left in swaths for 
livestock grazing.

In each year of the study, the scien-
tists used 20 pregnant Hereford beef 
cows due to give birth in March. The 
scientists rotationally grazed the cows 
on swathed oat and pea residue, then 
on swathed triticale and sweet clover 
residue, and last on swathed drilled 
corn. They compared those cows with 
others grazing swaths of western wheat-
grass or feeding on baled mixed grass 
hay conventionally, in corrals.

“We found that the swathed forage 
was at least as protein rich as the baled 
hay, and the cows had slightly better 
weight gains with swath grazing annual 
crops,” says Scott Kronberg. USDA ARS 
animal nutritionist.

“The nice thing about this type of 
diversifi ed and fl exible integrated crop/
livestock system is that it provides the 
opportunity for producers to include le-
gumes as cover crops, which can supply 
nitrogen to the soil. This benefi ts both 

the crops — by raising their yields — 
and the cattle by boosting the protein in 
their feed,” Tanaka says.

More information
For more information, contact Tanaka at 
701-667-3063 or visit www.nps.ars.usda.
gov.

Portions of this article were excerpted 
from “Bringing Back the Cows With Swath 
Grazing,” published in the July 2008 issue 
of Agricultural Research.
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