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The dry early wheat planting conditions have greatly reduced the amount of wheat forage available for grazing.  The substantial reduction in stocker cattle numbers will mean a loss of revenue to the area of over ten million dollars for products, services and cattle value.   Wheat pasture grazing is a very economically important agricultural resource.

Wheat forage is an excellent feed resource, high in protein and energy.  Given the low forage production, cattlemen must manage stocking rate and provide supplemental feed to achieve economic growth rates for stockers.

In research trials at the Wheat Pasture Research Unit near Marshall, our pastures were extremely short of forage at the time of traditional turnout in 1991.   We had as little as 300 lbs of forage dry matter (DM) per acre in some of the pastures; whereas, we typically have about 1200 to 1400 lbs for forage DM per acre. We compared limited amounts of whole corn, dry-rolled corn, and pelleted wheat middlings/soybean hulls for stretching short wheat.  The supplements were hand-fed 6 days/week at a level of 1% of mean body weight of the stocker steers.  The stocking density was 3.5 acres/steer to provide an initial forage allowance of 1300 lbs of forage DM/steer.

Weight gain of all steers was about 2.2 lbs/day during the 84-day trial, and was not different among the three treatments. We have not observed a difference in gain between steers supplemented with a high-starch, grain-based supplement versus a high-fiber, byproduct feed-based supplement on wheat pasture.  Steers consumed the whole corn much more readily than the rolled corn, and usually had slick bunks by mid-afternoon.  Two steers fed rolled corn foundered and showed signs of lameness throughout most of the trial.  From a feed and bunk management standpoint, the whole corn was clearly more desirable than the rolled corn.

Producers have a wide range of feeds that work well as ingredients for energy supplements on wheat pasture.  Any of the grains, corn, wheat, milo, etc. is well utilized and does not significantly impair digestion of the wheat forage.  Many commercial and farm mixed feeds would be an effective supplement for wheat pasture stockers.  Byproducts have additional advantages because they contain less starch than grains and are less likely to cause acidosis if over-consumed.  Grain based supplements versus byproduct supplements have shown little difference in stocker performance on wheat pasture.  Therefore, producers should buy the least expensive product delivered to the bunk.

For this supplementation program to work, stocking rate (steers/acre) on short wheat pasture has to be greatly reduced so that cattle are able to consume at least 1% of their body weight as wheat forage DM.  The primary challenge in using this supplementation program is one of having good management and enough time to be a good observer of what the cattle are doing.  While this supplementation program worked well for us, our studies were with small numbers of cattle on pastures of 24 acres in size.  Feed bunk space was adequate for all cattle to eat supplement during a single feeding bout. Care has to be taken that there is adequate bunk space so that some cattle don’t over-consume supplement to the extent that acidosis and associated disorders such as founder become problems.

