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Pastures vary in their composition and 
diversity, as do the ways they can be grazed. 
The pasture model used by most conventional 
farmers for years now, to maximise yields, has 
been to use lots of artificial fertiliser, which 
tends to produce a monocrop of ryegrass. For 
grazing, cows and sheep are usually put in a 
field for days or often weeks, until it is grazed 
down and then they are moved to the next 
field. On dairy farms strip grazing is often 
practised, the fence being moved after every 
milking. At the other end of the scale is ‘set 
stocking’, where the animals are put in a field 
for months at a time. What are the effects on 
the pasture of these different methods? 

All farmers know that it is lush leafy pasture, high in 
protein, which produces the most milk or meat per animal 
and that grass which is too mature gets trampled and wasted 
and is a lower quality forage! Traditionally one is taught to 
harrow in spring, to graze before too mature and to top with 
a mower after grazing to keep it tidy and spread the cow 
pats. But are these methods the most productive? Do they 
maximise the health of our soils and animals? What do we 
do about the problems of low organic matter levels in soils, 
even under leys, and their low water permeability and water 
holding capability? Maybe we need to drastically change our 
goals and how we graze our pastures. 

In countries which have regular long dry spells every 
year, the deterioration of grassland is much starker and, 
as suggested in a previous Star & Furrow, I would recom-
mend watching Alan Savoury’s TED talk (1). He describes 
his wrestle with this problem in Africa and America and his 
eventual solution, what he calls Holistic Management. In 
America, the grazing part of his system became known as 
Mob grazing. It mimics the herds of buffalo on the prairies 
or herds of game in Africa who constantly move on, held in 
large herds because they are safer from wolves or lions or 

The importance of how 
we graze our cattle and sheep - 
a look at Mob grazing
By Peter Brown

other predators. The basis of Mob grazing therefore is that 
cattle or sheep are moved to a new piece of pasture regularly 
and often, usually daily. Not only that, but if an aim is to 
build up the soil organic matter and plant diversity, 
then usually they will be moved onto quite tall and mature 
pasture, a good bit of which is not eaten but trampled onto 
the ground. Oh, what a waste! - but not if you realise that the 
earth worms and soil life need feeding too! The cows will eat 
the leaf and parts they want and will trample the rest on the 
ground. In fact, it is important that un-grazed plant material 
is well trampled down and laid flat. This creates a kind of 
mulch protecting the soil, it allows light to reach where the 
grass will regrow from and enables the worms, the fungi and 
other soil life to reach it and break it down into humus. To 
achieve this the animals are grazed in a limited area, the size 
being determined by how often they are to be moved and 
what trample effect is needed. This can be anything between 
a few hours to two or three days but more usually once a 
day. It is amazing what cattle can do to a patch of brambles 
and tall weeds when grazed at high density (as compared to 
stocking rate).

THE IMPORTANCE OF SUFFICIENT REST 
BETWEEN GRAZINGS OR CUTTINGS. 
This point cannot be overemphasised and there are two 
aspects to it. Firstly, when a plant is grazed short and defoli-
ated it must regrow from reserves in the root. If it is grazed 
again too soon, before the leaves have re-grown adequately 
and the root reserves replenished, then the plant is weak-
ened and is being overgrazed. Different pasture plants will 
require different lengths of time to recuperate and so what 
species predominate in a pasture is very dependent on how 
and when a field is re-grazed. Secondly, the reason for giving 
pasture sufficient rest is about maximising the yield pro-
duced. This is because of the ‘S’ curve of plant growth after 
defoliation. If one measures the bulk of pasture produced 
after defoliation, it is little for the first days but as the leaves 
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grow and are able to photosynthesise more and more the 
amount of grass/clover being produced each day increases 
dramatically. As the plants reach a certain maturity the 
growth produced each day wanes until it eventually stops as 
the plant goes to seed.

If cows are in a pasture for several weeks then they  
will go back repeatedly to their choice grasses, herbs and 
clover and nibble off the regrowth, overgrazing them, while 
they might hardly touch some other less palatable ones. To 
avoid this, the optimum way to graze is to move the cows 
on to a fresh piece of pasture, say daily, or at least before 
a grazed plant has had time to grow enough to become a 
mouthful again! It should only be re-grazed or cut for hay 
when the plants are sufficiently regrown, including their 
roots. The area to be given daily can be adjusted by using 
electric fencing.

There are several factors that affect how long it takes 
for the pasture to fully regrow. The most important and ob-
vious is the time of year. In May or June, a pasture may have 
regrown to the optimal amount within only three or four 
weeks, whereas later in the season it might need eight weeks 
or longer. Another factor affecting growth is the amount 
of rain, as a drought can slow down or stop grass growing. 
Again, the high organic matter and mulch effect which mob 
grazing produces will minimise the effects of a drought 
compared to a conventionally grazed pasture. Another factor 
affecting how long a pasture takes to regrow is dependent on 
how short it is grazed. If it is not grazed too low and some 
green leaf is left, it will still be able to photosynthesise and 
therefore regrow quickly without depleting its reserves so 
badly. A Frenchman Andre Voisin wrote a book on this back 
in 1959 where he went into it scientifically and in detail and 
I highly recommend reading it if you are serious about your 
grazing. It has been republished and is called Grass Produc-
tivity – An Introduction to Rational Grazing.

BENEFITS 
One of the big advantages claimed for mob grazing is that it 
is more productive and one is able to carry more stock. An-
other benefit of the daily moving of cattle is that the manure 
and urine is evenly spread across the fields. It is possible to 
read a lot into the wellbeing of the animals from the appear-
ance and consistency of their manure; ideally it is firm with 
a mucus layer covering it and one can see the lovely imprint 
of the peristaltic movement of the intestines on its shape. 
By moving the fence daily and having to judge how much to 
give them and looking at the effect on the pasture afterwards 
one becomes much more observant, involved and conscious 
of everything to do with the pasture, the animals and nature. 
I am told it becomes a real addictive pleasure! This is good 
to know, because one of the biggest concerns of perspective 
mob grazers is that moving an electric fence every day will 
be very time consuming or a ‘waste’ of time. Apart from the 
actual fencing techniques used to save time, another thing 
that can be done on many farms is to actually combine dif-
ferent groups of animals into larger herds or flocks or even 
create a flerd - a combination of cattle and sheep together. If 
there are fewer groups of animals to check on the farm the 
time saved can more than compensate for the time needed to 
move an electric fence. The animals soon become accus-
tomed to their daily move also making things easier. 

As with multispecies cover crops, having a large 
diversity of plants growing in a pasture is very important. A 
diverse community of plants has all different types of roots 
and root exudates fostering a healthy soil life. Some plants 
go down deep, some gather more of a particular mineral or 
trace element, some have anthelmintic properties and gener-
ally diverse pastures cope better with whatever the weather 
throws at it. If every two or three years a permanent pasture 
is allowed to go to seed, the pasture not only becomes thicker 
but all sorts of herbs and legumes start appearing to further 
the diversity. 

Cows grazing 
behind the 
electric fence 
showing the 
grazed grass, as 
well as the grass 
not yet grazed.
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A number of farmers are experimenting with ‘stock-
piling’ pastures for winter. This is where a field will be shut 
up, as if for hay, from say August or September or even 
October and kept to be grazed in the late autumn or winter. 
In this way, the animals can stay out much longer, if not all 
winter. It is found that the thick sward, in conjunction with 
the animals only being on it for the day when it is grazed, 
means that there is far less damage and poaching than one 
would expect. Similarly, the thick sward and mulch keeps 
the ground warmer, so the pasture recovers and grows again 
much faster after grazing than neighbouring convention-
ally grazed fields which are short at this time in winter. It is 
found that not only are animals kept outside much healthier 
but there is also a very positive impact on the environ-
ment with many more birds and insects. Bringing animals 
into buildings in the winter is very expensive. The hay or 
silage making needed to preserve the feed needs expensive 
machinery and man hours, as does the straw to bed them 
and the mucking out of the yards afterwards. The longer the 
cattle or sheep can stay out, the more viable the farm will be. 
The rainfall and soil type will be two of the biggest factors 
in determining what is possible. To help make stockpiling 
of pasture possible some specialist crops can be grown to be 
grazed in August and September, such as mixed cover crops, 
mixtures of kale, stubble turnips and cereals etc.

EQUIPMENT NEEDED FOR MOB GRAZING
Electric fencing will be needed and some thought should be 
given to what system would best suit your farm and situa-
tion. A lot will depend on the size of the fields and the farm, 
its layout and the number of animals. A system which seems 
to work well is to have a permanent electric wire down the 
length of the fields, either down the middle or if it is a very 
wide field it can have two or more lengths, creating alley-
ways. These fences should start 10 or 15 meters in from the 
end of the field and be parallel to the longest side so that if 
the field needs cutting for hay or spraying with BD preps 
etc. the fences, being parallel, are not in the way. It can be 
just one strand of wire for cattle but it will need to be two 
or three for sheep. The advantage of this system is that the 
portable fencing unit can be attached to the middle fence 
in one place, while the field is being grazed. One can use a 
few plastic or fiberglass electric fence posts with poly-wire 
stretching from the fence to the side of the field, or across 
the alleyways, one in front of the animals and, importantly, 
one behind. The animals are then grazed down the one side 
of the middle wire and back the other side in sections, which 
can be made as large or small as necessary, or up and down 
the alleyways if it is a very large field. The other important 
part of the system is to ensure that the animals have water 
and to design the simplest system for your farm. Again, each 
farm and field will be different depending on the infrastruc-
ture already there. Most farms will have a trough in each 
field already and can use a length of plastic pipe connected 
to a valve at the trough, which can be dragged down the field 
as the animals are moved. The pipe has a light plastic trough 
at the end, which can be tipped empty for each move. Other 
farmers lay more permanent pipes with valves down its 
length which a movable trough can be attached to. Yet others 
prefer a tank on a trailer but that has the disadvantage that a 
vehicle is needed in the field to move it. 

Example of a movable trough for cattle
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PASTURE FOR LIFE (PFLA)
I would like to end here by briefly mentioning the PFLA 
(3). It is a fantastic organisation where there is the whole 
range of farmers from conventional through to organic 
and biodynamic. They are by no means all practicing Mob 
grazing but they have all grasped the important concept 
that ruminants, from their very being, are designed to eat all 
kinds of forage and not concentrates. As forage is generally 
cheaper to grow oneself, rather than buying in, most of the 
farms have pasture fed livestock produced off home grown 
produce with no feed inputs bought in – one of the main 
principles of biodynamic farming! 

Because pasture fed livestock is a special product, 
many of the producers are selling directly to the public on-
line or through box schemes or are selling to a local butcher 
who recognises the quality and is informing his customers. 
In this way, they can get a better price for their produce, 
again a route many biodynamic farms follow. A good reason 
to join the PFLA as a member, even if you are not able to 
sell accredited PFLA meat, is to join their online forum. It is 
a community of farmers and individuals sharing their expe-
riences and knowledge with each other, in a lovely open way, 
on a whole range of topics from soil to glyphosate to how to 
market your own meat. 
 

(1) https://www.ted.com/talks/allan_savory_how_to_green_the_world_s_deserts_and_reverse_climate_change 
(2) https://www.cotswoldseeds.com/files/cotswoldseeds/Mob%20Grazing%20website.pdf 

(3) http://www.pastureforlife.org/ 

Peter Brown is the Agricultural Advisor 
for the BDA and lives at Tablehurst Farm in Sussex

Hose reel with hose connecting the blue 
permanent pipe to the movable water trough.

Easy pipe connection


