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Wet weather strategies to minimise pasture and soil damage 
(1-42) 

Introduction 
“The key to surviving a wet spell during early lactation is to avoid pasture damage at all cost.” 
 
The main issue with wet spells is the impact on the pasture and soil, through “pugging damage.” 
Damage to soil over wet periods can severely reduce pasture yield between 20 – 80% for four 
to eight months (depending on soil type, severity of the damage and assuming remedial action 
is taken) after the pugging event.  Restricted intakes will affect ‘cow condition’ and can also 
compromise mating performance e.g. empty cows and / or a longer calving spread. 
 
Soil porosity: If the soil is pugged, water will pond on the surface for longer. Therefore the soil 
will remain softer and wetter and subsequent grazings by the herd will result in further damage. 
 
Pasture utilisation: Crushing, bruising, and burial in the mud of pasture, will make it 
unpalatable to stock and difficult to eat, reducing utilisation by up to 50%.  This reduction in 
pasture utilisation not only reduces cow intake at the time of grazing but also affects the quality 
of the feed offered to the cows in subsequent grazings and reduced yield through ungrazed 
clumps.   

Before the wet spell 
Build the cover leading into the wet period 
Higher pasture covers will provide better physical protection against pugging.  Pasture lengths 
of 120- 150 mm are optimal.  Use a slow round but keep round length flexible so it can be 
altered to suit conditions.  The higher farm cover means that the lower utilisation (ie higher 
grazing residuals) during the wet is covered.  Build this into the feed budget. 
 
Animal health 
It is important to keep the cow healthy especially if the wet period is close to mating. Some of 
the things to be aware of are magnesium deficiency, mastitis, lameness. 
 
Graze wet paddocks early 
Plan to graze paddocks with a greater risk of getting too wet to be grazed without being 
damaged before the high risk part of the season. 

Wet spell management strategies 

• The cows can spend a short period on a paddock per day and then be taken to an 
alternative standing area this will to avoid damage.  

Grazing strategies 
On / off grazing (The most effective grazing strategy) 

• If pasture cover is high (i.e. above 3000kgDM/ha or 18 “clicks” on the rising plate meter) 
cows will get maintenance within four hours. If you do not have this cover then you will 
need to give supplementary feed.  

• Alternative places to stand cows off include – Purpose built stand-off pad, yard, a 
paddock that is to be regrassed or races (if there is no other option). If you are going to 
use races, confine cows to limit the amount of damage that is done.  

• Ensure that effluent is contained and not running off into waterways. 
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• Make sure whatever is used, particularly concrete, is kept free of stones, as the cows’ 
feet are extremely soft and susceptible to damage. A footbath with zinc or copper 
sulphate or formalin could be used to try and harden the feet, but start this early. Keep it 
clean.  
 

Mob size 

• Small mobs can be more settled but they have to spend more days in each paddock. 
The fewer mobs the better.  

• Eliminating the colostrum mob - In wet conditions the newly calved cows (colostrum 
mob) are often the biggest culprits in causing pasture damage, pacing back and forth 
looking for their calves.  This advice to reduce the number of mobs comes at a time 
when the farmers perceive they need more mobs not less. 

 
Stock movement 

• Shift stock before daybreak and at the same time of the day if possible, as stock 
movement will increase after daybreak, especially if stock are hungry. 

• Set up tomorrow’s break today.   
• Walk cows over the long pasture. Long grass gives protection when stock or vehicles 

are driven over it. 
• Where possible, stay away from stock in wet conditions as disturbed stock tend to pace.  

 
Paddock entry / exits  

• Taking the cows in and out of different gateways will reduce the damage caused. You 
can also drop the wires between paddocks (e.g. Pinlock insulators) or use wire cutters to 
the same affect. 

• Start grazing from the back of the paddock. Sacrifice laneways down the side. 
 
Block grazing 

• Make breaks as square as possible rather than strip grazing. 
• Block grazing is used to restrict cow intake so feed demand is more closely matched to 

feed supply during the critical wet period. 
• Use a temporary back fence 
• Grazing the back of paddocks first  
• 24 hour grazing vs. 12 hour  
• Reducing the number of times wet areas or paddocks are grazed or walked over in wet 

conditions  
 

Have a plan of your rotation length and operate with this plan.  The general advice is DO NOT 
alter your rotation length from target.  If you go too fast then you will drop pasture cover even 
further.  If you decide to go slower than necessary you will underfeed your cows, reducing their 
body condition and also their immediate and longer-term milk production.  If you are already on 
a fast round then you will definitely need to use some form of supplements to try and slow the 
round down while maintaining production and mating performance.  

Management strategies 
Reduce the number of cows on farm  
The most effective way of improving the feeding of the milking herd is to reduce the number of 
stock on the property and therefore feed demand.  This will reduce overall stock pressure and 
therefore the level of pugging.  Ways to do this include: Graze off late calvers; Grazing 
replacement stock off farm; Off-farm grazing; Send cows to other farmers in a better position; 
Dry-off cows early and graze off; Send early culls away; Get non-dairy animals off farm. 
 
Rotation length 
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Where feeding supplement it is possible for short periods of wet weather to feed the cows all 
grass and speed up, providing that the rotation can be slowed and more supplement fed a 
later date to restore the feed cover.   
HOWEVER, this can only be done for short periods after which the rotation must be held as 
pastures will be grazed too frequently and pasture growth rates and feed cover reduced.  If this 
strategy is implemented monitoring actual pasture cover against target is critical especially prior 
to calving and mating. 

Once a day milking (OAD) or 16 hour milking interval 
Milking cows OAD or every 16 hours (3 times every 2 days) are options that can reduce pasture 
damage as cows are being moved less often and are going in and out of paddocks less often.   
 
Milk production should  not be significantly affected milking every 16 hours providing that feed 
intake is maintained  i.e. cows are not offered what they would have got every 12 hours every 
16 hours. 
 
There will be both immediate and carry-over milk production losses from OAD milking for short 
periods (i.e. ~3 weeks). These losses are additional to decreased milk production due to any 
underfeeding.  The magnitude of both the immediate and longer-term production loss depends 
on the duration and severity of the pasture shortage and the period of OAD milking. Milking 
OAD during a short-term feed restriction does not prevent BCS loss; however it does improve 
the energetic status of the cow. In addition, OAD milking can lessen the workload and reduce 
stress on people in extremely wet weather conditions.  
 

 
Boost feed supply  

• Aim to feed cows well as they will be more settled and walk less 
• The economic use of N (requires planning) or other forms supplements can be effective 

in keeping feeding levels and residuals up and help minimise pugging 
• If you have to feed supplements use them to hold (or extend) the rotation 
• Purchase supplements early 
• Trade stock for supplements if necessary 
• Purchase supplements on a cents per kg DM or ME basis. 

 

• Feed supplements on feed pad facilities rather than on the paddock to avoid wastage 
and damage 

Supplement feeding strategies 
  

• Minimise the amount of supplements fed out on paddock 
• Feed out before going on to the paddock = Less walking around the break  
• Feed out on the long grass, and under fences 
• Feed out at night, as cows are more settled 
• Feed out before cows arrive at the paddock e.g. the night before 
• Minimise vehicle movements near stock. 

 
Observation / Monitoring 
Whatever strategy you adopt it is critical that you constantly monitor the pasture and stock to 
ensure that neither is suffering and the planned strategies are working. 


