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Pasture Ecology

In September 2013, the 7th grade class of The Harley School went to Sprout Creek Farm in the Catskill Mountains.  We did a lot of fun things, but one of my favorite activities was learning about pasture ecology.

Pasture ecology is the study of pastures and the animals, primarily cows, that graze in them.  Our instructor, Pat, specialized in this field.  “It all has to do with balance”,  he remarked.  There needs to be a certain ratio of grass, legumes, leafy plants, and cows.  Grasses are the main food source.  They’re hardy and have deep roots, and come back year after year without having to be re-planted.  You can graze the cows at certain intervals so that the grass is constantly growing at maximum speed.

Next come the legumes.  When most people hear the word “legume”, they think of beans.  But clover is in the legume family too.  Legumes have bacteria growing on their roots that produce nitrogen.  Nitrogen is a natural fertilizer, and many plants can’t live without it.  Pastures without legumes require nitrogen fertilizer to be manually spread across them. This is expensive and can be poisonous to cows, so clover is a better option.

Finally come the leafy plants.  The shade cast by the leaves keeps moisture in the soil and the deep root structure helps hold the earth in place.  Some farmers don’t like leafy plants, because cows don’t naturally eat them, but it’s possible for them to learn.  If you start by giving the cows some hay with finely ground knapweed (a leafy plant) inside, the cows will not notice it.  You can grind up the knapweed courser and courser each day, and eventually it’s all the cows will be eating.  The other cows grazing in the pasture will follow the example and start eating it too.

Pasture ecology is not only the study of the balance of plants, but also the balance of when each field is grazed.  In order to determine when each pasture is ready to be grazed, you use a tool much like a yardstick.  It is randomly thrown to pick a spot in the pasture, then the height and density of the grass are measured.  A bit of multiplication later, you can figure out when the cows should eat it.

Pasture ecology is a constantly evolving science, and new ideas are always being developed.  Sprout Creek Farm in particular is very open minded and willing to try new methods to benefit their land, products, and animals.

