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Rotationally
Grazing Poultry

By Heather McLean

Pastured-based poultry production is a system of raising
poultry for meat or eggs on pasture, using management
practices that may include rotational grazing. Rotational
grazing is often thought of as something specific to
ruminants, however, it can also be used with poultry since
soils and pastures tend to perform well when given a rest
period from being grazed by any species. Rotating your
flock through specific areas of pasture in a planned manner
can lead to increased soil fertility and promote a diverse,
healthy plant community.

While the concept seems quite straightforward, there are
often a lot of questions that arise along the way. Designing
and maintaining a healthy pasture-based poultry system
requires an approach that pays attention to the plant
community, soil and birds. This factsheet includes some
things to consider when planning a rotational grazing
system for poultry.

Figure 1: Layer hens on pasture. Photo credit: Hilary Raincourt,
Owner and Manager of Fill yer Boots Farm.
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HOUSING AND PASTURE SYSTEM
OPTIONS

There are a wide variety of pasture and housing systems
that can be used in a rotational grazing system for poultry.
What you choose will depend on your available space, type
of production and preferences. Keep in mind that younger
birds are generally brooded in areas where temperature
and drafts can be controlled initially and then moved or
given access to the pasture system once they are less
affected by variability in temperatures (i.e. after brooding).

There is no magic formula to determine the ideal pasture
and pen size or stocking density. The space available in the
pen must, at a minimum, meet the requirements noted in
the NFACC Code of Practice for the species being farmed.
Pasture size and stocking density may vary based on the
frequency of rotation. The primary goal is to provide access
to fresh forage while avoiding damage to plants, creation
of dirt patches and excess manure build up.

¢ Portable pastured poultry pen (sometimes called a
chicken tractor): The birds are kept in floorless portable
pens that are moved once or twice daily to ensure that
the birds have access to fresh pasture. It is important to
move frequently so damage due to excessive scratching
is minimized and excessive manure build-up is avoided.
Of all the pastured poultry set-ups, this scenario provides
the most protection from predators and potential
interaction with wild birds.
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Figure 2: Broiler chickens housed in portable pens. Photo credit:
Susan Hamilton, Owner and Manager of Wild Pasture Farm.

Figure 3: Pasture condition after moving a portable pen. Photo
credit: Susan Hamilton, Owner and Manager of Wild Pasture Farm.



https://www.nfacc.ca/codes-of-practice
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e Day range: Birds are housed in a moveable structure
with a temporary yard (often using electric netting or
wire to form the pasture area around the pen). The pen
and netting/wire are moved through the pasture as the
condition of the forage dictates. Alternatively, if there are
more permanent fenced paddocks, the movable housing
structure is rotated through these as determined by the
pasture condition.

Figure 4: Turkeys housed in a movable pen with daytime access to
pasture. Photo credit: Susan Hamilton, Owner and Manager of
Wild Pasture Farm.

Yarding: Birds are kept in stationary housing but are
allowed access to a yard or pasture during the daytime. In
order to rotationally graze pasture in this model, the area
around the housing would need to be subdivided into
paddocks and the flock given access to different areas in

a rotation. There is often a small “sacrifice” area close to
the housing that the birds have constant access to, through
which they access the paddock. If the outdoor area is not
subdivided, this would be considered a “free range” type
of system rather than rotationally grazed.
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Figure 5: Layer flock housed using a “yarding” pasture system.
Photo credit: Susan Hamilton, Owner and Manager of Wild Pasture
Farm.
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Free range: This type of system allows free access to a
pasture area with birds returning to their housing at night.
This is not managed using a typical “pasture rotation”
philosophy as the birds generally have full access to the
entire pasture area.

Figure 6: Layer flock in a free range system. Photo credit: Hilary
Raincourt, Owner and Manager of Fill yer Boots Farm.

FEEDING AND NUTRITION

While on pasture, birds have access to forage, insects

and seeds. It is estimated that they can get 5-20% of their
daily requirements met by this, depending on the age

and species of bird and the composition of what they're
consuming while on pasture. Poultry cannot exist solely

on what they consume from pasture; they cannot digest
the cellulose in plants very efficiently, so they cannot

get as much of their daily requirements from pasture as
ruminants like cows and sheep do (although turkeys and
geese generally are better at it than chickens). Providing a
complete feed balanced to meet the specific needs of your
bird’s growth stage and type of production is an important
component of maintaining flock health and achieving good
growth/production.

PASTURE MANAGEMENT

Pasture management for poultry incorporates practices to
maximize foraging behaviour, reduce the risk of soil erosion
and weakening of the forage and manage the distribution
of manure over the pasture.

Continuously grazing in an area for too long will allow the
birds to graze the most palatable and nutritious plants
repeatedly to the point that the root reserves become
depleted. Those over-grazed plant species will eventually
die off resulting in bare patches and overgrowth of

less desirable plants. Rotating pastures minimizes the
overgrazing of specific plants and gives the forage a
resting period, which in turn will facilitate regrowth. There
is no set rule on how large a pasture should be or on when
to move the flock from their current pasture to a fresh area;
it will vary based on the housing and pasture system, the
age and type of bird you are managing and the condition
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of the pasture. You may be moving your birds once or
twice every day or every few days depending on the
situation.

Paying attention to plant height and maturity in your
pasture can help you optimize its use and ensure your
birds have tender, high quality forage. It's not unusual

for a pasture to become overgrown before the birds are
turned out on it. With adequate rainfall, pastures can grow
fast and may quickly become overgrown. While it may

be tempting to put birds onto pasture that has become
overgrown, it's important to assess the quality of the forage
first; have the plants become long and stemmy or are there
lots of young leaves and shoots available for your birds?
Poultry often prefer shorter pasture of around 4 inches or
less (with some variability based on bird species), although
a pasture with taller plants may be fine as long as it offers
tender green forage versus more mature fibrous plants.
Occasional mowing may be needed to manage forage
quality and height to ensure there is fresh growth for the
birds to eat when they are given access to it.

PLANT SPECIES SELECTION

There are many factors to be considered when selecting
plant species for your poultry pasture, whether you're
renovating an existing pasture or establishing a new area.
Several of these include:

e Suitability to the growing conditions and soil: It is
important to establish and manage forage species that
are adapted to your geographical area, soil and growing
conditions. Make sure to do a soil test to be sure that
your soil environment is suitable for the forages you're
planning to seed.

* Growing season: Different plant species will have
different growing seasons, so choosing a mixture of
plants that will provide fresh growth throughout the
pasture season will offer a longer foraging season for
your birds.

¢ Grazing tolerance: Grazing tolerance is the ability of
the forage to recover from being grazed and trampled.
Plants that withstand grazing tend to have a high leaf to
stem ratio and new root growth is stimulated following
defoliation.

With those thoughts in mind, what kinds of forages work
well for poultry pasture? Legumes and broadleaf forbs
should make up a higher percentage of the pasture

as grasses offer less nutritive value to poultry (they are
typically higher in fiber). Incorporating legumes into the
pasture will provide higher protein levels and have the
added benefit of free nitrogen from nitrogen fixation.

Also, keep in mind that one of the most important
functions of a poultry pasture is to provide a habitat for
bugs and insects that birds will seek out. Select a wide
variety of low-growing, flowering legumes and forbs to
provide seeds and attract these beneficial bugs. Be sure
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that you have included some perennial species in your
pasture mix and allow your annual species to go to seed
periodically so they remain in the pasture going forward
along with the perennial species in your mix.

There is an almost endless list of plants that can be
included in a pasture mix. Some suitable plant species
include oats, alfalfa, white clover, red clover, tall fescue,
Kentucky bluegrass, orchard grass, peas, brassica, birdsfoot
trefoil, peas and flax. Young leaves and shoots contain

the highest nutrient levels and are the most palatable to
poultry. Some plants may also aid in lowering intestinal
parasite populations or other benefits. A search on-line can
help you identify nutritional composition and additional
attributes of the plants found in your pasture areas or that
you would like to plant.

Although there is no universally recommended percentage
for the mix of plants in poultry pastures, you can find a
variety of suggestions for pasture mixes on-line or available
for purchase. The guiding principle is to ensure that it will
be suitable for your location and use and that it provides a
diverse environment with a blend of grasses and legumes
to offer a high-quality, palatable pasture for your poultry.

Figure 7: Layer hen on pasture. Photo credit: Hilary Raincourt,
Owner and Manager of Fill yer Boots Farm.

The Maritime Pasture Manual is a valuable resource if you
are looking for more detailed information on the plant
characteristics and preferred growing environments. While
it is focused on grazing ruminant livestock, the information
about soil management and the plants themselves is
applicable for any pasture use. Specifically, Chapter 1 (Plant
Growth), 4 (Nutrient Management and Pasture Fertility),

5 (Pasture Renovation and Establishment) and 6 (Pasture
Species Identification and Recommended Pasture Mixes)
may provide additional information that can help with your
planning.



https://ofcaf.perennia.ca/wp-content/uploads/sites/19/2024/05/Pasture-Manual-FINAL_May22024.pdf
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PROTECTING YOUR PASTURE
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PROTECTING YOUR BIRDS

While the benefits of rotational grazing for the soil and
plants are widely published, it's worth a note of caution
about the damage that poultry can do to a pasture if not
properly managed. Poor pasture management can reduce
plant tolerance to stresses like cold, drought and disease,
as well as increasing the risk of soil erosion. Two common
issues when pasturing poultry are excessive scratching
and too much manure left behind in one area (which can
cause nutrient imbalance, plant smothering and damage).
The keys to maintaining a healthy pasture are frequently
monitoring the condition of the forage and soil and moving
the birds often.

Use caution if grazing pasture when it is very wet as this
is when the soils are at their weakest. Limit access to
extremely wet areas. When seeding, choose some forage
species in your mix that will tolerate being grazed and
trampled and recover quickly as they will provide more
consistent protection for the area (such as Kentucky
bluegrass, perennial rye grass and white clover).

If pasture has been damaged, allow sufficient time for the
area to recover (dry or bare looking patches; plants that
don’t seem to be growing as quickly as they should, even
with adequate rainfall). The potential for damage may
differ based on the species of poultry being pastured. For
example, chickens will scratch and dig whereas ducks use
their bill in the ground and cause less damage. Recovery
time will differ depending on plant species and the amount
of damage.

Figure 8: An example of manure build-up that the pasture will
recover from.

Pastured birds are more susceptible to predation and more
likely to be exposed to certain diseases and pathogens
than birds housed indoors. While it's impossible to
completely protect your birds, there are things you can do
that reduce the risk:

e Practice good biosecurity. Biosecurity is not just for birds
in larger, more conventional housing systems. You should
still be implementing good biosecurity procedures to
help keep your birds safe from disease and parasites
when they are on pasture. This includes things like
minimizing exposure to wild birds or waterfowl and their
feces (e.g. avoid pasturing your birds next to a pond);
not leaving feed out for rodents, wildlife or wild birds
to get into; wearing clean footwear and clothing to do
chores; and not mixing species or ages.

* Use frequent rotations and allow pastures to rest to help
reduce risk of over-grazing and manage risk of internal
parasites.

e Use electrified netting to deter predators that are on-foot
and to keep your birds from escaping.

e If your system allows the birds to roam outside their pen,
ensure that the birds are enclosed in their housing for
nighttime. Also, if the pasture area is relatively small,
cover the area with netting to protect from predatory
birds and other animals.

Every situation is unique and there are a multitude of
options if you are giving your poultry access to pasture.
Designing a well-thought-out rotational grazing plan
will help you offer a high-quality, palatable forage to
your poultry while reducing the risk of soil erosion and
managing the distribution of the bird’s manure.

Figure 9: Layer flock on pasture. Photo credit: Hilary Raincourt,
Owner and Manager of Fill yer Boots Farm.




