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Pasture Management

The importance of pastures for horses

Horses thrive in environments that provide amp
pasture space, as it allows them to move freely,
graze naturally, and maintain essential social
contact with other horses. Pasture access
supports their physical and mental well-being by
fulfilling their fundamental needs for freedom,
forage, and friends, the so-called “3Fs"—
promoting natural behaviours that contribute to a
balanced and healthy lifestylel.

In order to allow horses to express their natural
behaviours, it is essential to provide them with
ample space through access to well-managed
pastures. Properly maintaining these pastures
ensures they remain sustainable, supporting both
horse welfare and the environment.

What is sustainable pasture management?

To ensure year-round forage availability for
horses, sustainable pasture management
involves growing and maintaining a diverse range
of high-fibre grasses and plants that are low in
starches and proteins. This practice supports not
only the nutritional needs of horses but also
enhances the ecological health of the pasture by
fostering biodiversity, improving soil quality, and
conserving native grasses. A well-balanced and
diverse pasture is better equipped to resist pes
diseases, and environmental stresses,
contributing to long-term sustainability.
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While some traditional practices like harro
rolling, and overseeding can be part of pastu
management, these techniques may need to
be carefully considered in the context of
sustainability and soil health. In some cases,
minimizing soil disturbance and promoting
natural regrowth and biodiversity may be more
beneficial for both pasture health and
ecosystem. resilience.

How is it related to environmental
sustainability?

Pasture management plays a vital role in
environmental sustainability by supporting
biodiversity, reducing soil erosion, and
enhancing soil carbon storage. Healthy, well-
managed pastures can act as significant
carbon sinks, helping to mitigate the effects of
climate change. Importantly, diverse pastures—
comprised of a variety of grass species and
native plants—are more resilient to
environmental stressors and contribute to a
balanced ecosystem. Sustainable
management practices also reduce reliance on
chemicals, such as herbicides and de-wormers,
which can harm the environment and disrupt
natural processes. By focusing on the growth of
native grasses, protecting soil health, and
promoting biodiversity, effective pasture
management contributes to the overall
sustainability and resilience of the ecosyste
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What areas do we need to consider to ma
pasture sustainably?

To manage pasture sustainably, several key
areas need to be considered:

1.Soil Health: Regular soil testing and
appropriate fertilization help maintain soil
fertility and structure, while also minimizing
excess nutrient runoff that can damage the
environment.

2.Grass Management: Selecting diverse,
resilient grass species, practicing rotational
grazing, and avoiding overreliance on
overseeding promote healthy pastures that
can recover from grazing pressure.

3.Water Management: Implementing
adequate drainage systems and avoiding
waterlogging are key to maintaining pasture
quality, especially in high rainfall areas,
while also preventing soil erosion.

4.Weed Control: Non-chemical weed control
methods, such as mowing, hand-pulling, or
encouraging native species, are critical for
mManaging invasive species without harming
beneficial plants.

5.Animal Health: Ensuring healthy grazing
patterns by monitoring both horses and the
pasture prevents overgrazing, soil
compaction, and the spread of parasites or
diseases.
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What are the potential risks to conside

1) Overgrazing: Overgrazing not only diminishes
plant diversity but also leads to soil erosion,
compromising the pasture’s long-term
productivity and health.

2) Soil Compaction: Machinery use, intensive
stocking rates and frequent hoof traffic use can
cause soil compaction, reducing its ability to
absorb nutrients and water, and can result in
poor drainage and root development.

3) Chemical Use: Excessive use of fertilizers,
herbicides, and de-wormers may harm
beneficial organisms in the soil, leading to
reduced soil health and diminished ecosystem
balance.

4) Invasive Species: Without proper
management, invasive species can
outcompete native plants, reducing biodiversity
and pasture resilience.

5) Climate Variability: Changes in weather
patterns, such as prolonged droughts or
excessive rainfall, can strain pastures, requiring
adaptive management strategies such as
adjusting grazing pressure or using
supplemental forage.
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There are several techniques you can
manage your fields and pasture more
sustainably:

1. Rotational Grazing

e Description: Rotational grazing involves
dividing your pasture into smaller
sections and rotating horses between
them.

e Benefits: This allows grass in rested
sections to recover, giving plants time to
regrow, strengthening root systems and
promoting overall pasture resilience.

2. Stocking Rate Management
e Description: Adjust the number of horses
on a given pasture to ensure the grass
can support them without being

overgrazed.

e Benefit: Matching the stocking rate to the
land’s carrying capacity ensures that the
pasture can provide enough forage
without degrading soil health or plant
diversity
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3. Supplemental Feeding
e Description: Provide horses with
additional forage (such as hay) when
pasture quality declines or during times

of limited growth (winter, drought).

» Benefit: Prevents horses from overgrazing
the pasture and allows the land to
recover while still meeting horses’
nutritional needs.

4. Rest Periods for Pasture

e Description: Allow pastures to rest without
grazing for extended periods, particularly
after heavy grazing. This is especially
important for areas prone to degradation
or overuse.

e Benefit: Rest periods promote grass
regrowth, improve soil structure, and
prevent long-term damage to the
pasture.

5. Fencing Off Sensitive Areas

e Description: Use temporary or permanent
fencing to exclude horses from sensitive
areas like overgrazed patches, water
sources, or regions prone to erosion.

e Benefit: Protects vulnerable areas from
further damage, allowing them to recover
and maintain their ecological functions.
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6. Pasture Monitoring and Soil Testing
e Description: Regularly monitor pasture
conditions and conduct soil tests to

assess fertility, organic matter, and
nutrient levels. Adjust grazing and
management practices based on these
results.

e Benefits: Enables proactive adjustments
to grazing intensity and land
management, helping maintain soil
health and pasture productivity.

7. Weed Management

e Description: Use non-chemical methods
like mowing, hand-pulling or introducing
grazing species that target weeds to
control their spread.

e Benefits: Reduces reliance on chemical
herbicides, promotes biodiversity and
prevenst invasive species from
dominating the pasture.

8. Water Management
e Description: Implementing proper
drainage systems and avoiding over-
irrigation. Ensure pastures are not prone
to waterlogging while also considering
water conservation measures in dry
areas.
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e Benefits: Prevents soil erosion, maint
pasture quality, and ensures efficient u
of water, which is particularly important in
regions prone to drought or excess
rainfall.

9. Encouraging Diversity in Grazing Species

e Description: Introduce other grazing
animals, such as cattle or sheep, to
complement horses. These species graze
differently and target different plants.

e Benefit: Helps maintain biodiversity by
spreading grazing pressure Across
multiple species, encouraging a more
balanced plant and grass community.

10. Promoting Biodiversity in Grass Species
e Description: Plant a variety of native and
well-adapted grass species rather than
relying on a single type of grass. Diverse
pastures are more resilient to grazing
pressure and environmental stressors.

e Benefit: Increases the pasture’s resilience,
improves soil health, and promotes
ecological balance, reducing the
likelihood of weed invasion and soil
degradation.
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11. Manure Management
e Description: Regularly collect and
compost manure before spreading it
back on the fields. Ensure proper storage
and handling to avoid nutrient runoff and
contamination of water sources.

» Benefits: Reduces the risk of nutrient
leaching, improves soil fertility, and
creates a closed-loop nutrient cycle that
supports sustainable pasture
management.

12. Buffer Strips

e Description: Plant strips of vegetation,
such as native grasses or shrubs, around
the edges of pastures, especially near
water bodies.

e Benefits: Buffer strips help filter runoff,
reduce soil erosion, and protect water
quality by trapping sediments, nutrients,
and pollutants before they reach water
sources.

13. Monitoring and Record-Keeping
e Description: Keeping detailed records of
pasture conditions, grazing patterns, and
soil health.
e Benefits: Helps in making informed
management decisions and tracking
improvements over time.
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Determining ideal stocking rates for
horses in pasture

For yard owners with sufficient land who plan
to graze their horses year-round without
additional feeding, stocking rates must be
carefully considered to ensure pasture
health and prevent overgrazing. Determining
the ideal stocking rate for horses depends on
several factors, including pasture quality, soil
health, and land management practices.
Managing stocking rates is crucial for
maintaining pasture productivity, preventing
overgrazing, and supporting biodiversity.

However, if horses are grazed less intensively,
such as for only part of the day or seasonally,
different stocking rates may apply, allowing
for higher densities while maintaining
pasture sustainability.

Key factors influencing stocking rates:

e Pasture Quality and Grass Type:
Nutrient-rich pastures can support higher
stocking rates, while degraded or low-
quality pastures may require lower
stocking densities.




Pasture Management

e Climate and Seasonal Variability:
Regions with longer growing seasons
and consistent rainfall can sustain
higher stocking rates than drier or colder
areas with limited forage growth.

e Soil Health: Well-drained, fertile soils
can handle more grazing pressure
without suffering from compaction or
degradation.

e Grazing Intensity and Management:
Rotational grazing, along with regular
resting periods for pastures, can allow
for slightly higher stocking rates by
reducing the risk of overgrazing.

General Recommendations:

Low to Moderate Stocking Rates: In
temperate regions, a sustainable stocking
rate is typically between 1to 2 horses per
hectare (about 2 to 5 acres per horse). This
range allows for healthy grass regrowth
and minimizes overgrazing risks, while
higher densities can lead to soil
compaction and a loss of biodiversity in
grasslands.
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Rotational Grazing Systems: In systems
where fields are rested between grazing
periods, stocking rates can be slightly
higher.

Low-Quality Pastures or Sensitive
Ecosystems: In areas with poorer soils or
more fragile ecosystems, such as wetlands
or heathlands, lower stocking rates of 0.5 to
1 horse per hectare are recommended to
prevent overgrazing and maintain
biodiversity.

Increasing biodiversity with landscape
features

To effectively promote biodiversity, yards
with higher stocking rates can still
contribute to regional biodiversity efforts by
incorporating small landscape features
such as hedgerows, ponds, and wildflower
strips. These elements create microhabitats
that support a variety of wildlife, even in
areds with more intensive horse use. When
combined with supplemental feeding to
reduce pasture pressure, these techniques
can help yards become biodiversity
hotspots without compromising their
functionality as grazing spaces.
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