
Managing Standing Crops for Grazing 
Boosting productivity and providing flexibility on farm 

Establishing cereal crops for grazing to finish lambs has been implemented by several farmers across the 
southern region of Australia, achieving greater economic returns than managing livestock and cropping 
separately.  

Many farm enterprises manage both livestock and cropping, however there is often separation of the two in 
terms of management. By understanding livestock nutritional requirements and crop management, the two 
enterprises can be integrated to increase productivity and profitability of less productive land.  

Grazing standing crops does not limit land use, rather it provides increased flexibility for a mixed farming 
system. The following case studies are examples of how this management can be implemented on farm.  

Petering’s - Murtoa, VIC 

Running a mixed farming enterprise of 1100 breeding ewes, Petering’s set aside 265 hectares of the farm 
dedicated to establishing crops for grazing. This area is made up of smaller paddock sizes and is typically less 
productive land relative to the rest of the cropping paddocks.  

Since sowing cropped area for grazing in 2016, Petering’s have been able to increase productivity of land and 
returns from lamb production that was typically regenerating pasture.  

A benefit that comes with establishing a crop for 
grazing is the flexibility offered if seasonal 
conditions are favourable and feed is in excess.  

Bailey Petering explains ‘The key thing is to treat 
it [the crop] as if it’s for harvest. Manage 
everything properly and don’t skimp on things 
like fertiliser.’  In 2019, the area sown for grazing 
provided more than required, so some was cut 
for hay while other areas were followed through 
and harvested for grain.  

The 250 hectares on Petering’s property that is set aside for 
grazing crops is managed on a two-year rotation. In year one, 
crop is established with paddocks sown to Spartacus CL barley 
to allow for better grass control.  

Depending on the season, ewes can be held in containment while the crops establish, then enter the crops 
to lamb during July. In September-October, lambs are weaned and placed straight back into the crops, that 
are now beginning to develop grain in the heads. Lambs remain on the crop while grain matures.  

As the crop matures (from vegetative to flowering and early grain fill), there is a natural decline in feed value 
and a protein supplement is needed to meet the higher protein demands of growing lambs. Petering’s 
manage this by providing seconds lentils in a paddock feeder. Lambs remain on the crop until they meet 
target weights for sale, and any remaining lighter, tail-end lambs moved to a lentil stubble to finish. 

Tips from Petering’s 

• Treat the crop as if it’s for harvest 
• Know the feed value and manage 

protein requirements 
• Be flexible 

 

Bailey Petering standing in Spartacus CL sown for grazing 2019 



In the second year, volunteer crop and clover are allowed to regenerate and bulk up. They’re grazed by 
lambing ewes until just prior to seed set, then either sprayed out or cut for hay.  

As the season progresses, the best decision for the crop end-use can be made using the season outlook and 
stored soil moisture, expected production and commodity price figures. Establishment costs for a grazing 
crop are the same as establishing a crop for harvest.  

Below is an example process for calculating economics of both production options. The (ungrazed) harvested 
area in Petering’s poorer performing paddock sown to standing crops for grazing averaged 1.86 t barley/ha, 
whereas better crop paddocks yielded 4.9 t/ha in 2019.  

For this paddock, the return on grazing by lambs was greater than if harvested - and would be higher if the 
grazing value by ewes for 3 months was added. 

 

 
 



Petering’s have now successfully grazed 
cereal crops with lambing ewes and lambs 
over several, varied seasons. However, 
there have been important things to 
consider and learn along the way. 

Timing is important when introducing stock 
to graze a standing crop. Crop chemical 
with-holding periods must be adhered to – 
be mindful when they’re applied and 
control stock movements around them.  

Similarly, if stock will be introduced to the 
crop when grain has ripened, to avoid 
acidosis risks they will need to be adapted to 

grain prior to entering the crop. If sheep are placed on the crop prior to ripening and remain on the 
crop while grain ripens, health issues are avoided as sheep rumens will adapt gradually to the changing 
plane of nutrition.  

Build-up of disease in a grazing standing 
crop system can be managed by 
understanding the disease profile of the 
cereals used. In Petering’s two-year grazing 
rotation and the abundant crop biomass, 
disease pressure was high in 2019 even 
with the use of fungicide. Sheep will 
consume the diseased crop, but it could 
result in lost biomass and feed value. 
Depending on how seasons roll, Petering’s 
will modify the system to reduce disease 
pressure when needed.  

Ewes and lambs are moved from standing 
crop paddocks once most of the grain in 
cereal heads has been consumed, and in 
time to leave adequate residue to protect 
the soil over late summer and early autumn. 

Despite, these challenges, Petering’s are positive about the system providing productive feed across 
all seasons. ‘We have enough area set out so that if it is a dry year or a wet year we can manage that; 
whether it be through providing feed at a time when there is typically a gap, or jumping at hay or 
harvest opportunities that present themselves in a wet year’ Bailey Petering said.  

 

 

 

 

 

Lambs on barley residues after 4 months grazing, February 2020 

Ewes and lambs grazing Spartacus CL crop, October 2019 

 



Bennett’s - Lawloit, VIC 

The Bennett’s run a mixed farming enterprise consisting of 6000 self-replacing Merino ewes and 1000 
cross bred lambs in the medium rainfall zone of western Victoria. As well as their regenerating pasture 
areas they have been using crops sown for grazing to expand their sheep enterprise, but are adaptable 
with management of the crops considering seasonal conditions and other aspects of the system that 
may need to be prioritised.  

Over a time of business growth and risk management, 
Bennett’s have been increasing the area managed for stock. 
Different soil types and rainfall environments across the 
property are managed for their needs and limitations.  

Towards the southern end of the property, soils are heavier 
and there is a large amount of well-established lucerne 
used for lambing. Cropping in this area of the property 
involves a canola-wheat-bean rotation. Grazing of bean 
stubbles and standing crops are used to finish lambs.  

Northern areas of the property fall on lighter soil types with 
lower rainfall. This area is managed for grazing using crops 
and lucerne.  Care is taken to allow lucerne to establish well 
and recover after each graze. The choice of cereal rye and 
fathom barley for grazing has been beneficial due to their 
suitability to lighter soils.  

In general, Bennett’s 
manage a standing 
crop for grazing 

across one season. Crop is established as it would be if it were 
intended for harvest, with the standard seed treatment and 
fertiliser regime. It is then grazed by lambs starting in August 
and October for eight to ten weeks.   

In the past, Bennett’s have sown Moby barley for grazing, but 
switched to Fathom barley when they found it to also be a high 
biomass variety, that yields more grain than Moby. This gives 
flexibility to either graze the grain or harvest in a good season. It also meant they could simplify the 
number of different grain types they needed to store as Fathom was already part of the cropping 
program. 

The decision to include cereal rye for grazing was made after seeing the success by other local growers 
with growing and grazing rye, and its suitability for their system. The Bennett’s have found cereal rye 
to be a safe crop for grazing, with high fibre content reducing likelihood of sheep scouring.  

Bennett’s value the feed availability that standing crops provide, making livestock management easier. 
Heading towards harvest, having a large abundance of feed on offer means Bennett’s can comfortably 
graze ewes and lambs on these paddocks without experiencing a feed gap over the harvest period.  

 

‘It’s a great pasture system 
because it makes management so 
much easier. Once the crop is in, I 
know there will be abundant feed 
to wean lambs on to in August and 
October and they can stay there 
comfortably for 8-10 weeks.’ 

- Alan Bennett 

Ellen Bennett in a Fathom barley and 
serradella pasture sown into a cereal rye 
stubble for grazing, October 2019 



Protein in cereal crops changes as the crop moves 
through different growth stages. A vegetative 
cereal crop will have 25-30% protein, during 
flowering it drops to 8-11%, but then rises again in 
mature grain to 11-16.5% depending on the cereal 
type, variety and season (2019 BCG report). 
Likewise, energy also declines from 12-12.5 MJ ME 
while vegetative to 8-9.5 MJ ME during flowering, 
then rises back to 12-14.5 MJ ME/kg DM in grain.  

This means protein and energy will meet sheep 
maintenance requirements (8% protein, 8 MJ 
ME/kg DM) during flowering, but a protein 
supplement is needed to support growth in lambs 
(18-20% protein for lambs growing at 200g/day). By sowing cereal crops into a lucerne, medic, clover 
or serradella pasture base, or providing legume hay or grain, protein requirements can be met.  

The mid-October feed value of one of Bennett’s mixed pasture paddocks and a pure sample of a 
Fathom barley standing crop is below. As expected at this time of year, the standing crop has lower 
protein than the mixed pasture, but the amount of feed on offer is four times that of the mixed pasture 
paddock. This paddock was undersown with serradella, which added protein to the sheep diet. The 
paddock was grazed with ewes in this instance due to leased paddock fenceline conditions. 

Feed test results and biomass from mixed pasture and grazing crop paddocks, 15 October 2019  

The Bennett’s are adaptable in the management of their grazing across the property, adapting to the 
market and making decisions on opportunities to increase returns. Crops will be cut early for hay or 
sprayed out if weed issues are experienced. If grain prices are low and sheep prices are high, they will 
allow total grazing of standing crops. If grain prices increase, they may choose to harvest a larger area 
to sell or retain for feed grain if supplementary feeding is required in drier seasons.  

A long-term perspective on management is important for the Bennett’s - being adaptable plays a big 
role in achieving this. Sustaining ground cover is a long-term priority for the Bennett’s and is managed 
through monitoring and moving stock when required. In a dry season, more crop stubbles will be 
grazed, but if groundcover is compromised sheep can be moved into containment yards until pasture 
growth resumes and is ready for grazing. 

Bennett’s have increased their feed on offer, particularly in periods across autumn and late spring 
when a feed gap is more common. Sowing crops for grazing has helped to fill these feed gaps and 
maintain condition and growth on stock. Alan Bennett said ‘Mixed livestock is a complex system. You 
need to be adaptable in management and make decisions for the long term. We have seen many 
positive effects of grazing crops on our property’. 

This project was supported by the Australian Government’s National Landcare Program – Smart Farms, 
delivered by BCG and MFMG. 

Paddock/ crop 
Crude 

Protein (%) 

Neutral 
detergent 
fibre (%) 

Digestibility 
(DMD) 

(%) 

Metabolisable 
energy 

(MJ/kg DM) 

Water soluble 
carbohydrates 

(%) 

Biomass 
(t DM/ha) 

Pasture (clover, 
lucerne, ryegrass)  17.5 55.6 70.0 10.4 3.5 2.61 

Standing Fathom 
barley 12.3 60.1 63.5 9.3 11.6 8.44 

Fathom barley sown in a leased paddock for grazing, 
October 2019 

https://www.bcg.org.au/value-of-standing-crops-for-lamb-production-and-soil-protection/

