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Standing cows off –  
impact on pasture intake and milk production (1-9b) 

 
Key points 

• Cows require an adjustment period for a change in their routine, and should be gradually 
introduced to restricted grazing over 3-5 days before being limited to say two four hour 
grazing sessions 

• In early lactation cows need to be offered 2 x 4 hour grazing periods every 24 hours to 
achieve adequate pasture intakes 

• In times when feed availability is reduced (e.g. dry summer and late lactation) cows may 
eat their allocated pasture in one continuous 8 hr grazing period or 2 x 4 hour grazing 
periods every 24 hours 

• The impact on milk production is affected by the additional walking distance to and from 
the stand-off area when cows are restricted to two four hour grazing periods over 24 
hours. 

• The energy cost of walking is increased by the 2 x 4 hour grazing system.  Locating the 
stand-off facility near the dairy will help reduce the energy cost of walking, especially for 
rolling and hill farms. 

 
Introduction 

To maximise future pasture growth rates, and minimise urine patches on pasture, cows may 
need to be grazed on pasture for a restricted grazing time to avoid pasture damage from 
treading and/or to prevent over-grazing (e.g. lactating cows prevent grazing residuals going 
lower than 7 clicks on the rising plate meter). 

The impact on milk production is dependent on: 

• The resultant loss in pasture growth if the cows are not stood off 

• Stage of lactation  

• Timing of pasture allocation 

• Walking distance and farm topography 

• Quality of standoff facilities 

 
Stage of lactation 
Spring/Early Lactation 

In early lactation a DairyNZ trial showed that pasture intake was restricted and milk production 
was reduced when cows were grazed for one   grazing period restricted to eight hours 
compared to when they were grazed continuously, despite generous pasture allowances.    
 
However, if the same total grazing time of eight hours is offered as two four hour periods (for 
example graze between 7am-11am and 3pm-7pm or directly after milkings), cows will be able to 
maintain their pasture intakes, following an adaptation period.   
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The difference in intake is due to the inability of cows to maintain a high rate of intake over eight 
hours due to the time needed to ruminate and rest compared with splitting the grazing periods 
into two four hour grazing periods.   
 
When cows are offered two four hour grazing periods, milk production may be reduced 
compared to cows that are not stood off, if the cows have to do additional walking. 
 
Summer Dry Autumn/Late Lactation 

When feed availability is reduced (for example, dry summer autumn / late lactation) lactating 
cows are likely to be able to maintain their pasture intake whether being allocated their daily 
allowance in either a continuous eight hour grazing period or two four hour grazing periods.  

There is unlikely to be a reduction in milk production as feed availability (dry summer) and feed 
demand (late lactation) are likely to be the factors limiting milk production not time grazing.   

Walking Distance 

The extra energy for walking to and from the standoff area for the 2x4 hour grazing system , 
compared to if the cows were not stood off can  affect milk production. Therefore locating the 
standoff facilities near the farm dairy will reduce walking distances and any potential losses in 
milk production.  Locating the standoff area near the farm dairy also gives the opportunity to 
incorporate the standoff effluent into the associated dairy effluent pond system, if the additional 
volume of effluent is accounted for in the pond design. 
 
For a relatively flat dairy farm the energetic costs of walking can be calculated as follows: 

ME activity =  Cow live weight x (0.00361 x distance walked in kilometres) 

For example, a 500 kg live weight cow that walks an additional 1.2 km/day to and from a stand-
off facility will result in a loss of 0.3L of milk per cow per day (around 0.03 kg MS/cow/day) 

500 x (0.00361 x 1.2) =2.1 MJME/cow/day 

2.1 MJME ÷ 6.5 MJME/litre = 0.3 L milk/cow/day 

The energy cost of additional walking is greatly increased when cows have to walk up hills. On 
rolling country the energy cost increase by about 150% and for hilly/steep farms by up to 300%. 

Cow adaptation 

Cows that are stood off will attempt to maintain their pasture intakes by modifying their grazing 
behaviour (Farmfact 1-9a). 
 
Trials have shown that cows require time to adjust to a new regime when grazing is restricted to 
eight hours per day. The time taken for cows to adjust to restricted grazing and standing off 
suggests that short-term changes (1 week or less) particularly for cows offered one continuous 
(8hrs) restricted grazing session will likely result in reduced live weight, intake and production.  
 
Therefore to minimise the impact of restricted grazing try and reduce grazing time gradually.  
For example, restrict grazing time to two five hour periods for several days before limiting 
grazing time to two four hour periods. 

Standoff surface 

It is important that stand-off facilities provide sufficient space and are of suitable surface 
material to allow cows to lie down comfortably (generally 8-10hours resting/day).  When grazing 
periods are restricted, cows will choose to graze rather than lie and ruminate therefore most rest 
and rumination occurs on the standoff surface.  Refer to DairyNZ Farmfact Stand-off pads (8-2). 
 


