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What is Targeted Grazing?
• Targeted grazing is defined as: 

• ‘…the application of a specific kind of 
livestock at a determined season, 
duration, and intensity to accomplish 
defined vegetation or landscape 
goals.’

• Uses the timing, frequency, intensity, 
and selectivity of grazing/browsing to 
apply pressure on specific plant species 
or sections of the landscape 
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What is Targeted Grazing?
• Livestock is focused on the area of 

interest through fencing, herding, or 
supplements to defoliate and/or 
trample the species or area of 
interest 

• Requires a knowledge of plant 
ecology, livestock nutrition, 
livestock foraging behaviour, 
livestock husbandry, and site-
specific ecological attributes
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Why Targeted Grazing?
• Provides managers with an alternative to 

mechanical, chemical, or prescribed fire 
treatments to manipulate vegetation

• Another tool in the toolbox

• Used to address several issues: 
• noxious weeds and non-native plant species 

invasion 

• woody vegetation invasion of grasslands, 

• grass and broadleaf woody vegetation 
management in regenerating forests

• manipulation of vegetation and litter to 
reduce fire hazard

• habitat enhancement for species at risk and 
other wildlife
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Livestock Options

• It is important to match the livestock species with the target plant by taking 
into consideration grazing preferences, toxicity, and palatability 

• Grazing livestock are generally separated into three main groups based on 
their functional feeding habits: grazers, browsers, and intermediate feeders 
• These occur on a continuum, and dietary overlap occurs between feeding groups
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Livestock Options: Cattle

• Cattle are grazers

• Grass dominated diets 

• Often avoid shrubs because 
they lack digestive 
mechanisms to mitigate 
toxicity issues

• Generally, prefer flatter areas 
close to water
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Livestock Options: Goats

• Goats are browsers, select primarily for 
forbs and shrubs 
• Many invasive plants are forbs and shrubs

• Can consume large amounts of forage with 
volatile oils and toxicity concerns
• small mouthparts – select for parts of 

plants with lower levels of oils 
• chew forage more than larger ruminants 

which reduces toxicity 
• large liver relative to body mass
• helps mitigate toxicity effects

• Will use steep slopes
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Livestock Options: Sheep

• Sheep are intermediate feeders, and 
will use grasses, forbs, and shrubs

• adapt feeding habits what is 
available

• Moderately susceptible to toxicity 
effects

• Will use steep slopes
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Livestock Options: Monogastric 
Omnivores – AKA Pigs

• Pigs can be very effective targeted 
grazers

• Consume almost anything

• Disturb and pull out taproots and 
crowns by rooting 

• CHALLENGES:

• Public relations - problematic

• Manure odours

• Very difficult to contain

• Risk of escaped pigs becoming feral 
and contributing to feral pig issue
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Livestock Options – Pros and Cons
Livestock Type Advantages Disadvantages

Cattle

• Capacity to ingest large amounts of forage • Select for grasses, avoid shrubs and forbs 
• More susceptible to toxicity effects
• Stick to flatter areas close to water

Sheep

• Adapt feeding habits to available plants
• Will use steeper slopes and rugged topography

• Moderately susceptible to toxicity effects
• Higher risk for injury and predation

Goats

• Select for browse and shrubs (invasive plants)
• Larger range of palatable plants than other livestock
• Less susceptible to toxicity issues
• Reduced risk of seed spread due to higher levels of 

chewing and higher digestive efficiency
• Will use steeper slopes and rugged topography

• Curious and must be monitored closely
• May girdle off-target trees

Pigs

• Highly adaptable and will feed on any available forage 
or foodstuffs

• Will root out plant roots and crowns

• Difficult to contain, more likely to escape and may 
become feral 

• Issues with odours and public relations
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Match livestock to environment and target species/communities



Livestock Options: Other Considerations

• Livestock type is not the only factor that should be considered when selecting 
livestock for targeted grazing activities

• Other considerations include:
• Prior experience of herd

• Timing of grazing

• Influence of stock density on selectivity

• Herd/animal objectives

• Gains?

• Fertility considerations?
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Toxicity Considerations

• Toxicity concerns can be broken into 3 main categories:
1. Toxic compounds in target plants

2. Toxic off target plants

3. Toxic garden trimmings (Rhododendron, azaleas, western 
yew, etc.)

• Toxicity is a significant consideration in targeted grazing 
prescriptions:
• Target plants often contain toxic compounds 

• High stock densities often used in targeted grazing reduce 
selectivity - can result in increased uptake of target and off-
target toxic plants
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Toxicity Mitigation
• Ensure livestock are suited for target plants 

• When grazing plants with known toxicity issues (e.g. leafy 
spurge) provide a mixture of forage resources or additional 
forage (hay)

• Variety of forages allows livestock to manage toxicity 
levels as they adjust to target plants with toxic 
compounds

• Remove toxic off-target plants prior to livestock entry 

• Implement no feeding policies for garden trimmings 
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Summary

• Managers are often seeking predictability in results of control efforts and 
plant community responses
• Vegetation management is influenced by many complex factors that make predicting 

outcomes difficult

• Matching livestock to environment and target species/communities is key
• This includes considerations beyond livestock type

• Toxic concerns are site and livestock species specific

• Successful targeted grazing prescriptions require significant site-specific 
environmental data, animal management skills, an understanding that results 
are not immediate, that adaptive processes are necessary for success, and 
projects will require long-term and ongoing treatments 
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Thank You
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DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

Developing successful grazing prescriptions requires an in-
depth understanding of plant ecology, herbivore diet & 
behaviour, and plant-herbivore interactions. 

Herbivore Preference 

Plant – Herbivore 
Interaction 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

The goal of a grazing prescription for targeted grazing is to 
manipulate patterns of defoliation and disturbance to place 
an undesirable plant at a competitive disadvantage relative 
to other vegetation in the community. This is accomplished 
by grazing the target plant species when it is most 
vulnerable, at an intensity that harms the target plant 
species, and at a time when the target plant is least toxic to 
the livestock species used for grazing. 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

TIMING 

 

                 Stage 
Target  
Species 

Seedling Vegetative Bud Flowering Seed 
Set 

Hardening Dormancy  

Downy 
Brome 

M H H L L n/a n/a 

Spotted 
Knapweed 

L M H H M L L 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

INTENSITY 

Grazing intensity: 
 used to control the level of defoliation and impact produced by 
livestock 
 a factor of how many (stocking rate and stock density), how long 
(duration), and how often (frequency)  
 often subjectively described as "low," "moderate," or "high” 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

INTENSITY 

Tips: 
 Low grazing intensities can be used to take advantage of an animal's 
dietary preferences in sparse infestations of palatable plants. 
 High grazing intensities can be used to achieve even use of 
vegetation in situations of dense infestations or less palatable target 
plants. 
 Remove animals before 60% of the desirable plant foliage is grazed 
to avoid impacts to non-target plants. 
Consumption of target plants should significantly exceed 
consumption of desirable plants. 
Repeated grazing within one season for several years can be the 
best method to control some plants. 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

PLANT-HERBIVORE 
INTERACTIONS 

Plant Toxicity Considerations 

Plant Species 
Level of Toxicity 
(L, M, H) 

Sheep Goats Cattle  Other 

Leafy Spurge L L M 

Russian 
Knapweed 

M ? ? 

Saskatoon ? ? M 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

PLANT-HERBIVORE 
INTERACTIONS 

Plant Palatability Considerations 

                       Palatability 
 
Plant Species  
Level of Toxicity 

Palatable to 
Livestock 

Generally 
Unpalatable 
to Livestock 

Palatable at 
Certain Stages of 
Plant Growth 

Always Toxic Milkvetch 
Locoweed 
Chokecherry 

Leafy spurge (flowers 
& leaves) 

Toxic Only at Certain 
Times  

Lupine 
Saskatoon 
Water hemlock 

Rabbit brush 

Not Toxic Downy Brome 
(vegetative stage) 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

WHAT TO INCLUDE IN THE 
PRESCRIPTION 

 Livestock species – also consider age, sex and breed 
 Season or timing of grazing – consider stage of plant 

growth, and non-target vegetation 
 Intensity of grazing – consider stocking rate, stock 

density,  duration, and frequency 
 Consider interaction between each of these 

components 
 
 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

A successful grazing prescription should:  
 Cause significant damage to the target plant.  
 Limit irreparable damage to the desirable 

components of the plant community. 
 Be consistent with other goals for the site.  
 Be integrated with other control methods as part of 

an overall strategy. 
 



DEVELOPING TARGETED GRAZING PRESCRIPTIONS 
 

Thank you! 
 

Questions? 
 



Questions? Comments?

Please Email Donna Watt at:

corpirate@shaw.ca

Workshop Watch…  
Prescriptive Grazing for Vegetation 
Management in Natural Landscapes
June 2022 in Lethbridge, AB - Date TBA
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