Stewardship

Grazing Response Index:
A Measuring Stick for Grazing Management

The old adage “you can’'t manage

what you don’t measure” rings true for

rangeland and pasture management

on the prairies. Thanks to the Grazing

Response Index, there is now one more

yardstick that ranchers and land managers
" can use to measure the status of their

native grazing resources.

The Grazing Response Index (GRI) is an
evaluative tool that is a simple and useful
way to help ranchers determine how
and when to graze their native pasture.
First developed in Colorado for use on
native rangeland, the tool has been
well-received in the western US and in
British Columbia as a convenient way to
measure short-term impacts of grazing.
The GRI may also complement, but not
replace, existing monitoring protocols,
including rangeland health and inventory
assessments.

The GRI works as an assessment of grazing
use during the current growing season
(i.e. spring through to a killing frost in

the fall) and measures three different
pillars including frequency, intensity and
opportunity, which are shown in the
following set of tables.

Frequency is measured as the number
of times plants are defoliated during the
grazing period (i.e. time when cattle are
in the paddock). The frequency index
attaches a value of 1, 0 or -1 based on the
number of times plants can be grazed,
and is based on a 7-10 day regrowth rate.

by Tara Mulhern Davidson

Intensity is a measure of how much
plant material is removed during grazing,
as measured at the end of the grazing
period. Light, moderate or heavy grazing,
will receive a 1, 0 or -1 respectively.

Opportunity refers to how much time

the plants are allowed to grow prior to
grazing, or for regrowth after grazing.
Native plants require an effective period
of rest during the growing season in

order to fully recover from grazing and to
prepare for the next grazing event. Rest is
such a critical part of grazing recovery that
the opportunity index receives a double
rating. The opportunity index relies
strongly on local understanding of the soil
moisture, temperature and site potential
and is somewhat subjective. If a site is left
ungrazed for an entire season, a top index
value of 2 would be achieved. Conversely,
if a site was continuously grazed for an

entire season, a low index value of -2 may
be recorded.

For the past four years, Agriculture and
Agri-Food Canada (AAFC) has been
working with partners to evaluate the
potential to use this tool across western
Canada on native prairie. AAFC is now
working with partners, including the
Saskatchewan Forage Council, Ducks
Unlimited Canada, and the Saskatchewan
Ministry of Agriculture, to evaluate its
usefulness on tame pastures.

Jodie Horvath, of Ducks Unlimited
Canada, is working on the three year
project. “We've had to modify parts of the
tool and how we look at frequency when
applying it to tame pasture. Many of the
tame pastures are rotated twice, if not
three times for grazing, which is different
from how the GRI was traditionally used,”

Figure 1. Grazing Response Index tables, Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada, 2014

Frequency Index Intensity Index Opportunity Index
Number of Grazing Utilization  Index Opportunity to Grow
Times grazed Index value Intensity (%) value or Regrow Index value
1 1 |_Light < 40% 1 Full Season 2
2 0 Moderate 41 -55 0 Most of the Season 1
3 or more -1 Heavy > 56 -1 Some Chance 0
Little Chance -1
No Chance -2
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she says. Horvath has been applying

the GRI concept at three different sites
on the Touchwood Hills Conservation
Ranch, while also completing additional
monitoring, such as species composition,
tame pasture health assessments and
plant litter estimates. The project partners
have been collaborating to adapt the
native grassland-based index to better
fit tame pastures. “The GRI will be very
beneficial for ranchers, certainly. It's
simple and allows producers to make
short-term management decisions

that reflect the current season. Plus, it’s
user-friendly and there isn’t as much
paperwork,” Horvath explains.

While the GRI may allow producers to
make management decisions within and
between grazing seasons, there is still a
place for longer term health assessment
measurements, such as the Saskatchewan
Rangeland Health Assessment. “Range
health is there when you need it, but

the GRI forces you to take a look at the
intensity and frequency of grazing, as well
as the opportunity for regrowth,” Horvath
clarifies.

Grazing managementis an artand a
science, and ranchers are often forced

to adapt their grazing practices at a
moment’s notice. Simple monitoring tools
like the GRI may help producers make
thoughtful adjustments to their grazing
practices to help improve long-term
productivity of their livestock and forage
resources.

More information and a sample worksheet
can be found online from AAFC at:
http://publications.gc.ca/collections/
collection_2014/aac-aafc/A59-22-2014-

eng.pdf B
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Celebrating the 17th Annual
Native Prairie Appreciation Week

Each year, SK PCAP coordinates the
Native Prairie Appreciation Week
(NPAW), which runs from June 14-20,
2015 this year. Provincially declared by the
Saskatchewan Ministries of Agriculture
and the Environment since 1999, NPAW

is also declared by the Cities of Regina,
Saskatoon, Moose Jaw, Swift Current and
Weyburn.

For this year’s festivities, SK PCAP is
holding a youth poster contest, promoting
prairie with our booth at various venues
throughout the week, and teaming up
with the Society of Range Management-
Prairie Parkland Chapter for their annual
tour. This year, the tour, held on June 18-
19, ventures north to Prince Albert, SK

and is open to the public for anyone to
attend.

On June 18, Saskatchewan author and
educator Merle Massie will lead off the
event as the evening speaker. The second
day will be based out of Prince Albert
National Park where we will discuss plant
identification, the importance of fire to
forest vegetation as well as forest health
information. Back by popular demand, the
Kids Discovery Tour will be available for
kids ages 5-15 on June 19.

For more information please go to our
web site www.pcap-sk.org; or call the
SK PCAP office at (306) 352-0472 or email
pcap@sasktel.net. B;
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