
Activity (classroom) – Student Handout 

Daydreamer’s Ranch – Setting an Initial Stocking Rate 
 

Congratulations! Your consulting team has 
just been awarded the management contract 
for the Day Dreamer's Ranch. The ranch, 
located in Southern Idaho, was recently 
purchased by a neuro-surgeon who lives in 
Louisiana. Dr. Bigmoney has always loved the 
look of Black Angus cattle and would like to 
begin a year-round cow-calf operation. Dr. 
Bigmoney's ranching goals are: 
 To maintain relatively high individual 

animal performance. 
 To provide sufficient forage for a resident 

population of pronghorn and sage grouse. 
 To make a little money or not lose more 

than $50,000 per year on the ranch. 
 To have a nice looking ranch to entertain 

friends and colleagues. 
 

Your first task is to determine how many cows 
Dr. Bigmoney can stock on her ranch. She is 
anxious to hire a cattle buyer and begin 
grazing in spring. Dr. Bigmoney would first like 
you to calculate an initial stocking rate 
without additional range development (e.g., 
fencing, water sources, grazing systems). 
 
Table 2: Total Available Forage 

The ranch is located in the bunchgrass-
sagebrush steppe and expected forage 
production for the range sites on the ranch 
are listed in Table 1. 
 

Table 1: Forage Production (pounds/acre on a dry 

matter basis) 

             Annual Growing Conditions 

Range Site Unfavorable Normal  Favorable 

Clayey 740 955 1215 

Silty 725 870 930 

Gravely Loam 600 740 820 

Abandoned 
Cropland 

740 900 980 

 

The size and composition of the pasture were 
determine when Dr. Bigmoney bought the 
ranch and are listed in Table 2. The first step 
in setting a stocking rate is to determine total 
available forage.  To do this, fill in the three 
empty columns in Table 2.  To get an estimate 
of "Production per Acre" (from Table 1), you 
will need to select (and be able to justify) 
production for an Unfavorable, Normal, or 
Favorable year for annual precipitation.

Pasture Area 
(acres) 

Ecology Site % of 
Pasture 

Area Covered 
(acres) 

Production per 
Acre 

Total 
Production 

A 5250 Clayey 72%    

  Silty 28%    

B 3540 Clayey 26%    

  Silty 56%    

  Gravely Loam 18%    

C 720 Abandoned Crop 92%    

  Clayey 8%    

D 730 Clayey 29%    

  Silty 71%    

    Total Available  Forage =  
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Now that you have determined total available forage, what level of utilization would you 
recommend to reach Dr. Bigmoney's management?________________% 

Research for the sagebrush steppe ecosystems shows that 30 to 40% of biomass can be utilized or removed every 
year and still sustain good ecological condition. 

 

How much usable forage does the Day Dreamer's Ranch produce per year? _________pounds 
 
Was this for an Unfavorable, Normal or Favorable year? _________ 
 
For a little better idea of an appropriate stocking rate, you might see how much total usable 
forage may vary for a more or less favorable year than you originally calculated. 
 
Okay, so now you have a rough "ball park" figure of how much usable forage is available on the 
ranch. It is time to determine how many cattle Dr. Bigmoney should buy. How much forage (on 
a dry matter basis) do you think an Angus cow would eat each month of the year given the 
following information: 
 Mature cows weigh 1,200 lbs. 
 A ruminant animal eats about 2.5% of their body weight each day. 
 Dr. Bigmoney would like to calf in April because she wants to help with the calving during 

her spring vacation. 
 Dr. Bigmoney hopes to wean calves in August because her brother recommends it. 
 Dr. Bigmoney will graze the weaned calves from September through November and will sell 

the calves the last week in November because the land payment is due December 1st. 
 
How many pounds of forage will an average cow eat in a month?_______  
 
  How much per year?________ 
 
How much forage will the calves eat from early June (when they weigh about 200 pounds and 
start eating significant amounts of forage) till late November when they are sold (weighing 
about 450 pounds)?  ______________ 
 
 
Based on your calculations, what is a reasonable long-term stocking rate for the Day Dreamer's 
Ranch? 

Total number of cow/calf pairs on ranch = _____________________ 
 
Number of acres per cow/calf pair = ____________________ 

 
 
How many bulls would be required for this herd? _________  (Note: 1 bull can service 25 to 40 cows depending on 

how rough the terrain is and how big the pastures are. Small pastures and level terrain mean you need fewer bulls.) 
 

 How much will the bulls eat each year? ______________   
(An average beef bull  weighs about 1800 pounds each) 
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