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Establishing and Managing
Horse Pastures

WilliamJ. Bamka, Burlington County Agricultural Agent & JamesR. Justin, Ph.D., Extension Specialist in Crop Science (retired)

Establishment

Horses and pastures seem to go together. Pastures
provide exercise and a low-cost feed source, but
unless productive, they provide only exercise. To
achieve both goal's, however, they must have agood
start. These stepswill help:

Soil Test —A testisthe best guidefor correcting soil
pH and soil fertility needs. County Extension Offices
havesoil samplekitsandinstructions. Soil pH should
bebetween6.2—6.5. Limereactsslowly with soil and
isbest applied several monthsbefore seeding, there-
fore test soil early.

Apply Lime and Fertilizer — Apply according to
soil test. If largelime applications are needed, plow
some down and disc somein. Disc fertilizer in after
plowing. If using nutrient sources such as manure,
apply before plowing or other soil preparation. To
start avigorouscrop, correct limeand nutrient needs
before seeding. Annual fertilizer applications are
required for maintenance. Soil test the year after
establishment. Lime may be needed every 3to 4
years, so test soil again.

Prepare a Good Seedbed —Most forage seeds and
seedlings are small and require afine firm seedbed.
Finely worked soil allows close seed-to-soil contact
for germination, and close root-to-soil contact for
early growth. A firm seedbed allows close depth
control for shallow seed placement. Loose and

cloddy seedbedswaste seed and do not sustain early
growthwell.

Buy High Quality Seed —Use speciesand varieties
which are adapted to the area. Y our County Exten-
sionAgricultural Agent cansupply appropriateinfor-
mation. Avoidshoppingfor“bargain” seed. Thecost
difference between “bargain” and high-quality seed
isvery small when the entire expenseis considered.

Use a Good Seeding Mixture — Usualy it is best
tokeepamixturesimple: ahighly productivegrass, a
legume, and Kentucky bluegrass. Bluegrass pro-
duces aresilient sod that “heals’ well when cut by
horses’ hooves. Theaother grassprovidesfeed when
thebluegrassgoesdormant inthesummer. Legumes
supply protein and reduce the need for nitrogen
fertilization. Management becomesmoredifficultas
more species are added. On highly variable soils,
however, morecomplex mixescan beadvantageous.
Some species grow where others do not, ensuring
coverage of the entire area.
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Grasses to Choose From

Kentucky bluegrass—makesrapid growthin spring
andfall, butisdormantin summer months. Tolerates
frequent grazing.

Smooth bromegrass — forms a loose sod, but can
becomecoarseand stemmy. Clipfor best utilization.
Does not tolerate frequent grazing, requires rota-
tional grazing.

Reed canarygrass—ismost useful whenimmature;
it may become very coarse later. Clip before
seedheads appear. Tolerateswet soils, but even low
alkaloidvarietiesarenot aspal atableasother pasture
species.

Orchardgrass — matures early, so clip to keep it
palatable. Tolerates frequent grazing better than
some Species.

Timothy — regrows slowly after grazing. Use only
with other grasses. Does not tolerate frequent
grazing, requiresaregular scheduleof pasturerotation.

Tall fescue—withstandstraffic. Aninternal fungus
may cause problems for horses. The fungus called
an endophyte has been shown to affect pregrant
mares. Endophyte-free tall fescue varieties are

commercialy available for pasture use. Use only
seed that is certified endophyte-free.

Perennial ryegrass—is palatable and nutritious. It
isnot very winter hardy, re-seeding may be needed
in more nothern locations. Recently, endophytes
have been introduced to some perennia ryegrass
culitvars. When purchasing perennial ryegrass buy
endophyte-free cultivars for pasture use.

Legumes to Choose From

Ladino clover — a giant form of white clover that
associates well with tall grasses, but is somewhat
susceptibleto drought.

Red clover —use only newer, more disease-resi stant
varieties. They persist for 3 to 4, yearswhile older
varieties last only about 2 years. Slobbers is
assoi cated with analkaloid (slaframine) foundinred
clover.

Birdsfoot trefoil — is a good pasture legume, but
difficult to establish. Leave 3to 4 inchesof growth
for recovery after grazing.

Alfalfa — presents management problems in pas-
tures. Use only where 5 weeks are available for
recovery after rotational grazing.

Suggested Pasture Mixes

SPECIES RATE/ACRE
Well Drained Soils

Kentucky bluegrass 101b
Orchardgrass 61b
Ladino clover* 1lb
Poorly Drained Soils

Kentucky bluegrass 101b
Reed canarygrass 8lb
Ladino clover* 1lb

SPECIES RATE/ACRE
Moderately Drained Soils
Kentucky bluegrass 81b
Timothy 5Ib
Ladino clover* 11b

GrassesalonerequireNitrogen fertilizer

Kentucky bluegrass 10lb
Timothy 41b

*On light sandy soils, 2 or 3 pounds of red clover may be substituted.



Seeding — Late summer seedings often do better
than spring seedlings because of cooler weather
after seedling emergence. Usually there are also
fewer weed problems. Seed from mid-August to
early September, or asearly inthespring aspossible.
Useatechniquewhich coversseed only ¥toY2inch.
L eaving seed onthesoil will only resultinapoor rate
of germination. Bandseeding, drilling, or use of
corrugated-roller seeder are better methods than
surface broadcasting.

Control Weeds — Early weed growth will ruin a
pasture. Either useherbicidesor clip closely asoften
as needed. If using herbicides, read and follow all
label instructions.

Grazing—DoNOT beginuntil thereare8to 9inches
of growth. Theroot system must bewell established
or horseswill pull the plants out while grazing.

Management

Horses graze selectively, often eating one kind of
plant and passing over others. Thisleavesunutilized
areaswhich become unpal atable and can eventually
eliminatethemost pal atabl e species. Good manage-
ment can reduce these problems and make the
pasture more useful.

Delay Early Grazing—A common cause of pasture
failureisgrazingtooearly. Thiscanoccurinearlylife
of new pasture or any pasture in early spring. Keep
animals out of a pasture until thereis at least 8 to 9
inches of growth. Y oung plants are easily damaged
by horses' hooves earlier, and the root systems are
not sufficiently devel opedto prevent thewhol eplant
from being pulled out ashorsesgraze. Avoid use of
the pasturein early spring when soil is soft. Sod will
becut by hoovesand compacting of thesoil will cause
additional damage. Wait until soil is dry and firm
before beginning spring grazing. Better yet, wait for
8 to 9 inches of growth.

Fertilize Annually — To keep a pasture productive,
fertilize it annually. Start with a soil test. County
Extension Officeshavesoil test kitsandinstructions.
Base fertility applications on test results and retest

every 3to4years. Limewill probably beneededtoo.
Thesoil testwill also providethisinformation. Take
horses out of the pasture when liming or fertilizing
and keep them out for several days or until after a
rain. The most appropriate times for making these
applicationsareinthespring beforegrazing begins, or
inthe fall after grazing ends. In pastures with only
grasses, nitrogen can be applied just after agrazing
period in a rotational system, or in continuously
grazed pasturesto stimulate growth for the next 5to
6 weeks.

Manage Grazing—Many pasturesare over-grazed,
but few areundergrazed. Either situationisundesir-
able. Unfortunately, seasonal growthvariationsalso
contribute to these problems.

Overgrazingisprobably themorecommon problem
for the owner of one or two horses and limited
acreage. As aqguideline, it takes about 1 acre of
pasture to support one horse for an entire grazing
season. Frequently, there aretwo or more horses on
lessthan 1 acre. The available feed gets “eaten into
the ground,” and these areas become exercise lots.
Not much can be done except to provide more space.

Undergrazing resultsfrom havingtoofew animalsin
a pasture. Part of the feed is not eaten, becomes
coarseand stemmy, andiswasted. Thesolutionisto
force the animals to consume the feed while it
palatable. Confine the animals to a portion of the
pasture; overgrazing it for a short time. When the
feedisconsumed inthat area, let them graze therest
of the pasture. Thisisagood time to clip the first
area, spread the droppings so they will dry, apply
fertilizer,andallow theareatorecover. Thisiscalled
rotational grazing and is one of the most efficient
waysto manageapasture. A seriesof small pasture
or paddocks may also be used. In effect, each area
isovergrazed for ashort time, then allowed several
weeks to recover. The last areas to be grazed may
need early clippingto keepthem palatable. Thetime
for grazing any one paddock is determined by the
amount of feed available, the size of thearea, and the
number of horses.

The accompanying diagram shows a system for
rotational grazing. Put theanimal sin paddock A and
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shade and water

A system for rotational grazing

allow them to graze until the feed is consumed to
about 2 to 3inches. Leave the gate to paddock A
open so horses have access to shade and water.
Some areas may not be eaten well, particularly
around droppings. When Area A is grazed down,
movethehorsesto AreaB, repeating the procedureas
in AreaA. Whilethe horsesarein AreaB, clip and
fertilize Area A, spread droppings, and let Area A
recover. When AreaB is grazed down, moveall the
horsesto AreaC. Continueto rotate the horses from
one area to another throughout the grazing season.
Thissystemismuch more efficient than constantly
grazing the entire pasture for a whole season.

Clip That Pasture— Regular clipping is one of the
|east expensive (but most useful) practicesin pasture
management. Clipping an entire pasture after a
period of grazing removes the unused feed and
allowsall of the plantsto start new palatable growth.

Previously undergrazed areas will be grazed after
clippings. Many weedswill becontrolled, and drop-
pingscanbespreadtodry. Clip several timesduring
the grazing season.

Weed Contr ol —Clipping will helpto control weeds
that appear in pastures. However, it will not remove
al weeds. Those which persist in spite of clipping
may need to be controlled by using herbicides.
County Extension Agricultural Agentshaveinforma-
tion about herbicides to be used in these cases.
Remove animals from the pasture when herbicides
are used and keep them out for the time specified
on the herbicide container. Whenever using any
pesticide, read and follow instructions on the
label. The phonenumber for your Rutgers Coopera-
tive Extension county agricultural agent may be
found in the blue pages of your telephone directory,
under County Government.
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