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A Table to Estimate FORAGE MASS from HEIGHT OF PASTURE 
 
 
    How do you decide when to move 
animals onto a pasture field?  How long do 
you expect them to stay before you should 
move them again?  Most likely your short 
answer is, "it depends."  It depends on 
animal numbers, production goals, available 
alternatives, and more.  Fundamentally, it 
depends upon the amount of forage present, 
the forage mass.  In order to practice 
pasture budgeting, you need to begin with 
the estimation of forage mass.   
 
    Clipped samples that are standard for 
scientific research do not provide timely 
information for management, and are costly.  
This table shows how you can obtain 
quantitative estimates of forage mass with 
one of three tools.  These are (1) a ruler or 
yardstick; (2) a simple plexiglass falling 
plate meter as developed and used in 
research at WVU; and (3) a commercial 
rising plate meter (Farm Tracker). 
 
STEP ONE is to record pasture height data 
from many different points in the field (at 
least 15; 30 or more in a large field).  Find 
the average height. 
 
STEP TWO  is to describe the pasture 
density in relative terms as thin (e.g. 
aftermath meadow), average (e.g. mixed 
grass clover), or thick (e.g. tall fescue).   
(The best way to do this is to get down on 
your knees and look closely!)  

 
STEP THREE involves studying the table.  
Find the row corresponding to your average 
height measurement; and the column 
corresponding to your evaluation of pasture 
density.  The number in that cell is the 
estimated forage mass in pounds of dry 
matter per acre.    
 
    With this information, you can ask 
yourself whether the available forage mass 
will suffice for the number of animals and 
the length of stay that you are 
contemplating. 
 
    Each of the three measurement methods 
has its advantages and disadvantages.  The 
ruler can be a calibrated walking stick; its 
disadvantage is the subjectivity required in 
stating the ruler height of a diverse sward.  
The falling plate meter is inexpensive and 
less subjective, but more time-consuming.  
The rising plate meter is more costly, but 
handier than the falling plate meter. Also, it 
provides an automatic calculation of the 
average height (a disadvantage when the 
research objective requires a measure of 
variation as well as an average).      
 
    Whichever measurement method you 
adopt, it can help you become more accurate 
in estimating forage mass for the purpose of 
pasture budgeting. 
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