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Setting the farm up for a dry summer (1-32) 
 
Whatever the summer conditions, the first management rule is to fully and efficiently use spring 
pasture before dry and hot conditions reduce the growth and quality of pasture.  With irrigation 
restrictions many of the strategies are the same but there are some differences.  Best practice 
grazing management in summer and autumn builds on those good practices applied in spring. 
 
Set up pastures for better summer growth 

Prevent pasture going to seed 

Trials show that grazing to a consistent, even height (1500-1600 kg DM/ha1 or 7-8 clicks2 on the 
rising plate meter for ryegrass clover pastures, or 3.5 – 4.0 cm compressed height, 4-0-5.0 
uncompressed height, very few clumps) throughout spring will impact positively on summer milk 
production.  
 

Grazing Regime Lax Spring grazing 
2000-2500 kg DM/ha grazing residual 

Intensely grazed during spring 
1500 kg DM/ha grazing residual 

December 
production 

1.51 kg MS/cow/day 1.74 kg MS/cow/day 

Hoogendoorn et al. 1988 
 

Grazing ryegrass dominant pastures to a consistent, even height improves summer milksolids 
production due to: 

• Higher utilisation of pasture 
• Improved pasture quality (less  dead matter and seed heads removed) 
• More tiller growth as more light gets to the base of the sward  
• Less dead material accumulates in the base of pasture for facial eczema spores to 

develop on later 
• Most developing seed heads are removed by grazing before they fully emerge, which 

results in less endophyte toxins within the grazing range of the cows 
• The plants are less prone to “pasture pulling” due to softer material for cows to eat and a 

larger root mass (when tillers die there is less root mass). 
 
Leaving higher residuals (paddocks not grazed to an even height) for ryegrass pastures) going 
into summer is not recommended as: 

• Higher residuals result in less light getting to the base of the pasture 
• Tillers will die if they do not get enough light resulting in reduced pasture growth and 

persistence 
• Ungrazed leaf dies reducing pasture quality and is less efficient at capturing light  
• Stem production reduces pasture quality and milk production 

 
Despite the best pasture management it is not possible to stop pasture losing quality as higher 
temperatures increase rates of lignification and decrease digestibility (i.e. reduce feed quality).  
Summer grasses in the sward also reduce the quality of pasture.  This reduction in pasture 
quality during summer is greater in the northern parts of New Zealand than in the colder, 
southern regions. 
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Apply Nitrogen Fertiliser  

The application of nitrogen (N) in late November/early December at up to 50 kg N/ha will 
encourage further vegetative growth and tiller survival where pastures have been grazed to a 
consistent, even grazing height.  Refer to Farmfact 7-3 Nitrogen use going into summer for 
more information. 
 
Research in 1997, which was a dry summer, showed that the application of nitrogen during 
summer (December/January) stimulated the development and growth of new tillers, converting 
the plant back to a producer of high quality leafy forage. The application of nitrogen boosted 
tiller numbers by 37% compared with less than half this response to irrigation. 
 
Another Dexcel trial showed an extra 800 kg DM/ha and 66 kg MS/ha could be produced from 
December to April after 100kg N/ha was applied, split between December and January i.e. an 
8:1 kg DM response per kg of nitrogen.   
 
The “More Summer Milk” trial in the Waikato also showed that in seven out of nine demonstrations 
the application of nitrogen fertiliser in November/December was the most profitable way to provide 
extra summer feed.  Nitrogen needs to be applied when there is enough soil moisture for growth.   
 
The key to making this strategy profitable is to make sure that the extra pasture grown is fully 
utilised. Graze to a consistent grazing height (7-8 clicks on the plate meter for ryegrass clover 
pastures) and do not allow residuals to increase with the extra feed grown. With extra feed 
grown from the use of nitrogen the rotation length going into summer can be slowed down. 

Long rotation (26-32 days) 

Use the last of the pasture surplus in November and December to slow down the rotation 
length.  However, if there is not surplus pasture the rotation length should not be extended 
before the dry period without the use of supplement.   
 
A longer rotation is not only important to push feed forward into a time of feed deficit but also to 
enable the plant to have time to replenish the water soluble carbohydrate (WSC) reserves that 
are largely stored in the first 4 cm of plant stubble.  Frequent grazing of ryegrass to less than 4 
cm reduces the WSC reserves and can therefore reduce pasture persistence. The newer 
ryegrass cultivars with novel endophytes are more at risk as the cows tend to graze these 
pastures to a lower residual.   
 
A DRC trial in 1993/94 showed a 40 day rotation (no summer nitrogen) produced more 
milksolids (MS) than a 16 day rotation.  There was no significant difference between the MS 
produced when nitrogen was applied to both the treatments at 50 kg N/ha in December, 
January and March.  However the cows were in better condition and there was more pasture on 
the farm at the end of April for the 40 day rotation treatment plus N.  The benefits from the 
longer rotation were in part due to the rotation being extended by utilising the feed that had built 
up in the base of the sward and pushing quality feed into the deficit period.  
 
As leaf emergence occurs every 10-12 days in the summer (measured in the Waikato) there is 
little to be gained in having rotation lengths longer than 30-36 days.  In very hot, dry conditions 
ryegrass goes dormant with a reduction in leaf area and pre-grazing covers (covers do not get 
higher than 14 clicks on the RPM).  Therefore, there is no advantage to rotation lengths longer 
than 36 days.  Pasture quality will decline as the length of the rotation increases.  

(Note – these recommendations are for ryegrass pastures and are not applicable to pastures dominant in 
fescue or kikuyu where short grazing round must be maintained to maintain pasture quality) 
 
Deferred grazing 

Deferred grazing is where a paddock or part paddock is shut up, but rather than being made 
into silage or hay, is left as standing feed for grazing. It is an alternative to mechanical 
harvesting to manage surplus pasture in spring. Deferred grazing can be used to: 
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• Maintain pasture utilisation, target grazing residuals and pasture quality on grazed pasture  
• Avoid over harvesting of surplus spring pasture as silage 
• Deferred paddocks can be brought back into grazing to establish a longer summer grazing 

rotation, in advance of reduced pasture growth resulting from a soil moisture deficit. 
 

Deferred grazing has advantages of flexibility and cost avoidance where less than 10% of the 
farm area is deferred.  Whole paddocks and/or back end of several paddocks can be fenced off 
and break fed later.  As growth rates decline, the deferred pasture needs to be fed as a 
standing crop to support cow intake while maintaining and/or extending a long rotation, 
postponing the need to feed silage. 
 
In a wet summer the deferred pasture might not be grazed for several rotations, but needs to be 
grazed before early autumn rains cause decay and to allow the reseeding effect to proceed.  
Where deferred pasture is grazed at a similar time had it been made for silage (optimum time to 
shut silage paddocks 35 days from last grazing) the losses associated with making and feeding 
out silage are similar to the losses of grazing deferred pasture where the cows are allowed to 
selectively graze and mechanical topping is used to restore the grazing residual.  However, 
where paddocks are deferred for more than 35 days there is a large opportunity cost of 
foregone pasture production in the system once the sward reaches canopy closure.  
 
Summer Crops 
The break-even yields for maize and turnips at a $6.00/kg MS milk price are 19 t DM/ha and 11 
t DM/ha respectively.  Yields below these break-even points will be uneconomic unless the crop 
is being grown for reasons other than providing a cost effective source of additional feed (such 
as improved pasture production from pasture renewal). 
 
The profitability of a summer crop very much depends on the expected pasture production from 
a paddock and expected crop yield, as shown in the turnip example below.  A reasonably good 
pasture (expected to grow 8 t DM/ha over summer) would not be worth cropping, whereas a 
poor pasture (expected to yield only 4 t DM/ha over summer) could be economic to crop.   
 
Net DM Yield gain of turnips (November – March) 

Expected production of paddock 8 t DM/ha 6 t DM/ha 4 t DM/ha 
Expected turnip yield* 10 t DM/ha 10 t DM/ha 10 t DM/ha 
Net gain 2 t DM/ha 4 t DM/ha 6 t DM/ha 

  * Typical summer turnip yields are 8-12 t DM/ha. 
 
Yields of summer crops are also sensitive to moisture deficit (turnips more so than chicory as 
chicory has a taproot) and often in the season the summer crop is most needed, the yield is 
lower due to the dry conditions.     
 
The opportunity costs in the form of lost grazing due to cropping needs to be considered.  For 
grazed crops like chicory or turnips the paddock will be out for 60-80 days and for maize 120-
160 days.  Time to get the new pasture established also needs to be planned for (another 40-70 
days depending on how early the new pasture is sown) and then new pastures need to be 
preferentially treated for the first 12 months to ensure good persistence of sown species. 
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