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Going Green - Mary McKinney
Seems a bit early but spring is in the air-or at 
least a few signs of it.  For instance, as I was 
walking through the local department store 
the other day I was drawn to the “garden” 
section by the familiar smells of weed and 
feed, fertilizers, and citronella candles.  Then I 
started getting excited thinking about the many 
landscape projects I would like to complete.  
Not that I would actually be doing anything 
beyond the planning process.  I leave the actual 
“dirty” work to my better half as once things 
start greening up I’m trading my ski gear for 
hiking shoes!  

And we humans aren’t the only ones ready to 
trade the winter blankets for the promise of 
longer days and the shedding of our winter 
coats!  Your horses will be “chomping at the bit” 
to get out there and enjoy the spring green up 
as well.  For those living on smaller acreages, 
that first flush of green may also signal the end 
of those twice daily sessions of picking the hay 
out of your hair and hmm “shorts”!

Before you put away the pitchfork, consider 
developing and implementing a plan for how 
you will manage those greening resources.    
Without a plan, animals grazing on small 
acreages can create a large number of problems 
that people may not be aware of.  Proper 
grazing strategies increase available forage 
throughout the year and help conserve soil, 
preserve water quality, and limit weed species.   
With that in mind, when is the right time to 
start grazing?

A “spring flush” occurs in cool season grasses 
because the optimum temperature for growth 
occurs and the most important nutrient, water, 
is readily available. In these parts most of our 
grasses are of the cool season variety.  Plants 
use stored carbohydrates (manufactured last 
season) for the energy needed to begin growing 
in the spring.  Early spring growth is vital to 
the health of those plants.  Grasses need these 
leaves as a “collector” of solar energy in order 
to produce (via photosynthesis) leaf growth, 
reproductive parts, and to replace not only 
carbohydrates stored in the roots, but also to 
encourage new and replacement growth of 
those roots. Continued on page 2.



Cheatgrass-Bromus tectorum
A common site early in the season is Cheatgrass.  An 
aggressive invasive winter annual, it germinates in 
the fall, winters over, and rapidly completes its’ 
life cycle exploiting spring moisture while most of 
our desirable perennial species have just broken 
dormancy.   This life cycle ensures survival as the 
plants have already set seed by the time the hot dry 
summer arrives.  Native perennial species struggle 
and may actually lose vigor while Cheatgrass thrives. 
Don’t surrender your property Cheatgrass.  For more 
information on Cheatgrass and control strategies, 
contact PCWP or view “Cheatgrass Management 
Handbook” at 

http://www.wyoextension.org/agpubs/pubs/
B1246.pdf

Resist the temptation to rely solely on this new 
resource.  When looking out at that carpet 
of new green remember that new growth 
may only be an inch tall!  Using the take half 
leave half paradigm, there probably isn’t that 
much forage available.  (Take half leave half 
is a management strategy that focuses around 
utilizing half of the available forage and leaving 
the remaining half to recover and regenerate.)

This strategy is a great starting point to 
managing your pastures; however, the concept 
must be tweaked for your particular situation 
and pasture conditions.  In some instances such 
as overgrazed pastures, especially combined 
with severe environmental conditions, taking 
half may compromise the remaining desirable 
species.  You may need to utilize less forage 
to ensure sustainability, in highly productive 
pasture situations taking more may be OK.)  

The best scenario is to wait for those grasses 
to get at least 6” tall.  If you must turn your 
livestock out limit their time in the pasture. 
Start with short periods of time and rotate 
them through several different pastures (even 
on small acreages you can divide pastures using 
portable electric fence) allowing recovery of 
those early grazed plants.  

By limiting grazing during this first flush of 
growth (and throughout the growing season) you 
will improve the vigor of those very resources 
you are relying on.  Also consider the damage to  
the crowns of those desirable species (when the 
ground is soft) that is caused by the hooves of 
livestock.  Grasses and grazers evolved together.  
Proper grazing management will ensure a 
sustainable resource for your horse.  Like their 
human caretakers, horses and other livestock 
are anxious to get out and enjoy the longer days 
and everything spring.   For now; however, plan 
on a few more weeks of picking hay from your 
hair and hmmm... shorts. 

Winter annuals are growing!  Don’t wait...
plan your strategy now! 

Cost Share is Available for Most Noxious Species! 

Powell 307-754-4521 or Cody 307-527-8885


