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Background & Aims
• conservation and sustainable use of extensive grassland (1)

• access to pasture allows natural behaviour (2, 3) 

• development of a heterogeneous sward (2, 4)

• BUT to what extent can grassland contribute to the nutrition of 
horses under the prevailing conditions? 
• what is the current grassland management? 
• how is this management linked to grazing herbage on offer?
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Methods
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• observational study
• May-Oct 2019
• 6 commercial horse farms (A-F) within 11 km of Göttingen
• all PG used by horses (62 fields totalling 42 ha):
• monthly (spatially explicit RPM measurements (130 measurements ha-1))

• farmer survey:
• basic farm information
• grazing diary
• PG management diary



Methods

• Focus sites (4 fields per farm):
• Monthly : 4 biomass samples per 

site for RPM calibration
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2 samples in grazed (short) grass sward areas,
2 samples in rejected (tall) grass sward areas



Methods - Farms
• different types of horse keeping
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grassland (ha) grazed grassland (%) grazed pastures LU

min 8 20 6 27.0 

max 56 100 13 55.5

mean 20 56 10 40.3



Results-Management
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management operation farms 

rolling 2 (B, D)

dragging 5 (A, B, C, D, F)

mulching 3 (A, D, F)

mowing 4 (B, C, D, F)

pasture topping 3 (A, B, F)

weed control 1 (C)

organic fertiliser 2 (C, D)

mineral fertiliser 2 (C, F)



Results – Grass sward area proportion
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• tall grass sward areas 
decrease 

• short grass sward areas 
increase



Results – Area specific aboveground herbage (kg ha-1)
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• available AGH in short 
grass sward areas 
increases



Results - LUGD 
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• LUGD not adapted to grass 
growth

• except for farm D



Conclusion

• grassland is rather used for movement and social contacts 
• adjusting the stocking, grassland could provide sufficient herbage and thus 

reduce less input of supplemental feeding
• inform horse famers about improved grassland management
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the associated effects of horse grazing in terms of sward structural 
variation have potential benefits for grassland biodiversity, grassland 
conservation management and other ecosystem services.
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Thank you!
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