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Findings 
• Labor requirements were highest 

with a high stocking rate rotational 
grazing system relative to low, 
medium, and high stocking rate 
continuous grazing. 

• Direct and fixed expenses were 
highest with a high stocking rate 
rotational grazing system relative 
to low, medium, and high stocking 
rate continuous grazing. 

• Returns over total specified 
expenses were highest for 
continuous grazing systems with 
medium and high stocking rates 
relative to continuous grazing with 
a low stocking rate and rotational 
grazing with a high stocking rate. 

 
Introduction 

In choosing a grazing system, a number 
of factors including productivity, 
conservation, management, and profitability 
are considered.  This study focuses on labor 
requirements and profitability associated 
with four grazing systems.  The four 
systems are continuous grazing low 
stocking rate (0.5 cows per acre), CL; 
continuous grazing medium stocking rate 
(0.8 cows per acre), CM; continuous grazing 
high stocking rate (1.1 cows per acre), CH; 
and rotational grazing with eight paddocks 
at a high stocking rate (1.1 cows per acre), 
RH.  This research was conducted at the 
Iberia Research Station in Jeanerette, LA, 
during 1999-2001.  Production statistics are 
found in Wyatt et al. (2003 and 2005).  
Results reported in this study were 
previously published by the authors in 

Gillespie et al. (2008), so interested readers 
are directed to that source for greater detail. 

Experimental Approach 
Two fields with four pastures each were 

used in this study.  Each of the four 
pastures included one of the systems 
(treatments) listed above.  In Fields 1 and 2, 
16-ac and 10-ac pasture groups were used, 
respectively.  Stocking rates for each 
treatment were determined based upon 
results of unpublished surveys of Louisiana 
beef producers.  The forage was a mixed 
warm-season perennial grass sod, primarily 
common bermudagrass and Dallis grass, 
with an encroachment of warm-season 
annuals such as broadleaf signal grass and 
crabgrass, and weeds such as horsenettle, 
jungle rice, and umbrella sedge.  Dormant 
warm-season grass pastures were 
overseeded with annual ryegrass each fall.  
The experiment was on principally Baldwin 
and Iberia silty clay loam soils, previously 
shaped to improve drainage. 

Mature, spring-calving, straight-bred 
Brangus cows and their suckling calves 
were stocked on pastures year-round (for 
three years) beginning in February 1999.  
The same pastures were used for each 
treatment in all three years.  Routine cow-
calf management (e.g., vaccinations, 
deworming, weighing, weaning, etc.) was 
uniformly employed across all treatments.  
Rotation among paddocks in the rotational 
treatment was determined based upon a 
visual evaluation of the forage resource 
(i.e., plant height, dead plant matter, etc.) by 
experienced personnel.  Within each 
grazing treatment,  cows and calves were 
moved to a drylot and fed hay, protein, and 
mineral supplement whenever forage 
availability was determined to be less than 
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desirable.  Portable shades were available 
for the animals.  Within the rotational 
treatment, they were moved each time 
animals were rotated from one paddock to 
another. 

Detailed costs and input records were 
kept for each pasture.  Whenever a labor 
activity was conducted, a description of the 
activity, date, time required, and number of 
persons required was recorded.  Only 
trained staff who routinely worked with cattle 
were allowed to work on this study. If actual 
differences in labor time vary between this 
study and another operation, the relative 
differences among grazing strategies would 
not be expected to differ greatly.  Labor 
required for development of initial 
infrastructure such as constructing fences 
was not included. 

Equipment records were kept, including 
field operation, date, time, and equipment 
used.  Seed, fertilizer, lime, herbicide, and 
insecticide use were recorded, including 
amount, cost, and date applied.  Hay and 
feedstuffs used and days in the drylot were 
recorded.  Cattle purchases and sales were 
recorded.  Cows were removed if they 
palpated open, failed to calve, died, or had 
an injury or disease.  They were replaced 
with another cow and her suckling calf.   

Costs and returns estimates were 
developed for each pasture each year.  One 
included no charge for labor, while the 
second included a labor charge of $7.50/hr.  
Direct Expenses include costs associated 
with hay, protein block, mineral mix, ear 
tags, vaccinations and dewormers, 
marketing commission, pasture expenses, 
fuel, repairs and maintenance, and interest 
on operating capital.  In the set of costs and 
returns with labor, labor is also included as 
a direct expense.  Fixed Expenses include 
depreciation and interest on machinery, 
equipment, and fencing.  Budgets for each 
pasture were developed by altering Boucher 
and Gillespie’s (1999, 2000,and 2001) 
budgets according to inputs use and calf 
size, which determined price per cwt.  
Differences in labor, costs, returns, and net 

returns among treatments were determined 
using a mixed model with fixed treatments, 
random pastures within treatments, and 
years as fixed repeated measures effects.  
The Kenward-Rogers Degrees of Freedom 
method was used. 

Results and Discussion 

Total labor was greatest with RH, at 
10.60 hrs/ac, followed by CH, then CM, and 
finally CL at 3.99 hrs/ac (Table 1).  The 
differences are due primarily to differences 
in routine tasks, as there are fewer animals 
involved in the lower stocking rates; repairs 
and maintenance on fences, as there is 
greater maintenance with more cows, 
especially with the cross-fencing on RH; 
and moving animals and shades, especially 
in the case of RH.  The differences in labor 
are clearly noted.  

Total revenue was greater with the 
heavier stocking rates – with more cows, 
there were more calves to sell.  Direct 
expenses per acre differed among all 
treatments whether or not labor expenses 
was included, though the magnitude of the 
differences was greater when labor was 
included.  This reflects the greater number 
of animals per acre, as well as the 
additional direct expenses associated with 
cross-fencing and labor with RH.  Fixed 
expenses were highest for RH, followed by 
CH, then CM, and finally CL.  This reflects 
the greater usage of cross fencing with RH, 
as well as increased machinery usage as 
cow numbers increase. 

Returns over total expenses per acre 
without labor were highest for CH and CM, 
and lowest for RH and CL.  Finally, returns 
over total expenses per acre with labor were 
highest for CH and CM, followed by CL, and 
finally RH.  The lower returns over total 
expenses associated with RH were because 
revenue relative to CH was not higher, but 
direct expenses and fixed expenses were 
higher. 

Results indicate rotational grazing at a 
high stocking rate is less profitable than 
continuous grazing at the same or a 
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medium stocking rate under conditions of 
this study.  When labor costs are added, 
rotational grazing becomes much more 
costly and even less profitable, as about 
67% more labor is required with RH than 
CH on a per-acre basis.  In deciding 
whether to use rotational grazing, one must 
consider preference and whether the 
conditions of this study would hold on the 
farm.  It is possible that different results 
could be found by comparing rotational 
grazing with equal-stocking-rate continuous 
grazing at a different or lower common 
stocking rate.  Furthermore, the experiment 
did not evaluate possible long-term effects 
of stocking method on plant composition 
and pasture fertility.  Forage type may also 
be of importance.   
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Table 1.  Means of Labor Use, Revenue, Expenses, and Returns over Expenses, $ Per 
Acre. 

Measure Continuous Low Continuous 
Medium 

Continuous 
High Rotational High  

Total Labor, Hours     3.99a     5.13b     6.28c   10.60d 

Total Revenue, $ 251.58a 406.97b 513.95c 514.14c 

 
Direct Expenses (No 
Labor), $ 

141.06a 202.10b 285.67c 317.07d 

 
Direct Expenses (w/ 
Labor), $ 

172.48a 242.46b 335.06c 400.46d 

Fixed Expenses, $ 70.75a   95.80b 116.33c 139.74d 

Returns Over Total 
Expenses, $ (Without 
Labor) 

39.76a 109.07b 111.95b 57.32a 

Returns over Total 
Expenses , $ (With 
Labor) 

8.35a   71.22b   62.56b -26.06c 

a,b,c,d Within a row means lacking a common superscript differ (P < 0.05).  
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