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Horses are natural forage eaters, and providing high quality pastures is usually the most economical way to meet their nutrition 

al needs while also providing the horses exercise.  However, providing high quality pasture for horses can be difficult without a 

proper understanding of horse grazing behavior as well as proper forage management. 

From my experience, horse pastures are often overgrazed, trampled, and unproductive.  This is unfortunate and unnecessary 

because Georgia’s climate is excellent for year-round high quality pasture production, especially for horses!  Despite our typically 

ideal forage climate, improper stocking rates, poor grazing management and poor long term soil fertility management are often 

to blame for our dilapidated pastures.  

Horses are extremely selective graziers when compared to cattle or small ruminants like goats.  This high selectivity will cause 

horses to “spot graze” certain areas of pastures that are more pleasing to them.  This alone can be a significant problem, but 

when coupled with the tendency for horses to graze extremely close to the ground, this one-two punch will mean most pastures 

won’t stand a chance if not properly managed.  Eventually, horses will repeatedly go back to the same area of a pasture and 

closely graze those spots preventing a chance for the forage to recuperate, killing it while neglecting other areas and allowing 

those non-preferred forage species to overtake the remaining pasture.   

Addressing two issues will help resolve this common problem: proper stocking rates and rotational grazing.  Each mature horse 

should be provided at least 1.5 to 2 acres in order to prevent overstocking issues and groups should be kept to less than 10 hors 

es per pasture.  If you cannot provide enough pasture for the number of horses you have, you will consistently be forced to sup 

plement with hay or you will need to look at reducing your horse numbers to maintain adequate pastures. Grazing management 

is related to this problem of overstocking and horse grazing behaviors.  Because horses are spot graziers, leaving one or several 

horses in a large pasture constantly (known as continuous grazing) almost always results in the problem I just mentioned.  The 

solution is reducing the area of pasture the horses can graze so they are forced to be slightly less selective.  Fencing pastures into 

smaller paddocks and rotating your horses onto these different paddocks provides your pastures time to rest, better distributes 

manure, and helps reduce pathogen risks because the horses aren’t eating as close to the ground.  Even when keeping horses in 

small paddocks and rotating them, it may still be required to mow the paddocks after removing the horses to get all of your for 

age back to the same height to prevent future problems. 

Proper forages are important.  For our area, Bermudagrass and tall fescue are valuable perennial grasses for warm and cool sea 

sons respectively.  For tall fescue, you need to invest in what is known as novel endphyte tall fescue, which is absent of a natural 

ly occuring toxic fungus which causes birthing problems as well as other issues for livestock.  If the tall fescue you have on your 

pasture has “always been there,” it is most likely native and therefore infected with the toxic endophyte.  Winter annuals, such 

as wheat, oats, rye, and ryegrass are great options for early winter through spring.  Legumes such as white clover, red clover, 

crimson clover, and alfalfa also provide high quality forage when mixed with grasses and also provide valuable nitrogen for plant 

productivity. 

All of this effort to improve your horse pastures is pointless if your soil is not up for the task.  A proper soil sample will provide 

vitally important information on soil pH and macronutrient requirements such as phosphorus and potassium.  Planning a year 

ahead of time on your soil sample will provide the opportunity to get your house in order, so to speak, prior to reestablishing 

forage species.  Weed management is also critical because horses will often let weeds become a problem rather than graze 

them.   

Horses can be a valuable asset to their owners, and our climate provides the opportunity for year-round pasture availability.  If 

your pasture isn’t where you want it to be, contact the Extension office for more assistance. 


