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Standing cows off –  
how cows change grazing behaviour (1-9a) 

Key points 

• Cows can consume their daily feed requirements very quickly, provided sufficient feed is 
offered to meet their needs. 

• Standing cows off pasture makes them hungrier; therefore they eat more efficiently by 
modifying their grazing behaviour when pasture is available. This is useful for minimising 
the duration cows need to be on pasture to meet their energy requirements.  

• Standing cows off also reduces the number of urination and defecations on pasture and 
enables the capture and storage of nutrients during high risk periods. 

Introduction 

The way cows eat (i.e. rate, bite size, chewing time, etc) affects the way nutrients are available 
and digested in the rumen. Strategically timed pasture restrictions may enable manipulation of 
nutrients supplied to cows, and change grazing behaviour to enable cows to be fed adequate 
pasture in short, intensive grazing sessions. This would enable the practice of restricting grazing 
times to reduce pasture damage and promote pasture re-growth not only to be used in winter 
for dry cows but also for milking cows particularly in late lactation. 

Research Trial 

To gain a better understanding of cows eating strategies in response to standing-off, the intake 
and grazing behaviour of dairy cows in early lactation was investigated during the first and main 
grazing session of the day in a DairyNZ study. Cows were grazed according to three treatments 
(see Figure 1). 

• 1x8, 8 hours of available grazing between am and pm milking in a 24 hour period;  
• 2x4, 4 hours of available grazing after each milking in a 24 hour period. 
• Control, representing the normal situation of 24 hours of available grazing excluding 

milking time.  
 

Figure 1 Treatments and measurements 
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Results 

• Daily pasture intake per cow did not differ between the three treatments (13.3 Kg DM).   
• Cows managed the time available to graze differently with cows in 1x8 maintaining the 

greatest bite size for the longest time at the most steady bite rate (number of bites per 
minute) (Figure 2). 

• As a result cow intake differed in the first 3.5 hours of grazing with cows in 1x8 treatment 
having the greatest pasture intake (11.5 Kg DM) compared to cows in 2x4 (9.2 Kg DM) 
and Control (9.4 Kg DM).   

• The concentration of hunger related hormones was the greatest for cows in 1x8, 
implying that cows in 1x8 were hungrier at the start of grazing, which motivated them to 
eat for a longer period of time with a greater intake rate by increasing bite size and 
reducing searching time.  

• Therefore how motivated the cows are to eat is determined by how hungry the cows are.  

 

Figure 2 Treatments and measurements 

 
 

Figure 3 Pasture disappearance during the first 3.5 hours if grazing 
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The first grazing of the day determines daily pasture intake. The cow’s ability to adapt grazing 
behaviour to maintain intake and milk production with restricted time on pasture was also 
confirmed by research in Ireland, and earlier research in New Zealand on wet pastures. 
Provided sufficient feed is offered to meet the herd’s needs it can be consumed very quickly if 
the cows have learned that is what they have to do. Cows need several days to adapt their 
grazing behaviour to changes in their routine. More research is required on how to manage 
cow’s adaption to standing off.  

 
See also: DairyNZ Farmfacts 

• Pugging and compaction (5-8) 
• Standing cows off pasture – a mitigation strategy to reduce nitrogen leaching (5-2)  
• Standing cows off - how cows change grazing behaviour (1.9a)  
• Standing cows off - impact on pasture intake and milk production (1.9b).  

 
 
  


