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• Pasture condition scoring (PCS) is 
a systematic way to assess how 
well a pasture is being managed 
and the resources protected. 

• A pasture rated with a high score 
is well-managed with forage
productivity being sustained or 
enhanced. 

• PCS is typically used to evaluate 
introduced-forage pastures.

• Today’s focus: Adapting the PCS 
for prairie pastures.



Characteristics of an intensively managed highly productive livestock pasture:

 Forage Species - Dominance of productive, “improved” species

 Soil Fertility- High

 Soil pH - Amended to be in optimal zone for forage species

 Stubble Height – Grazing managed to maintain optimum Leaf Area Index (LAI) for 
photosynthesis on target forage plant species

 Regrowth Periods – Rotational grazing system followed, including rest periods.

 Soil - Protected from compaction & erosion
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• Nitrogen fertilizer makes non-native grasses more competitive and thus reduces plant species diversity
• Reduce this competitive advantage with

• Reduction of fertilizer rates or split applications
• Seasonal close grazing or mowing

Characteristics of an intensively managed 
introduced livestock pasture:

Characteristics of a prairie pasture managed 
with livestock grazing:

High percentage of productive, adapted 
“improved” forage species, especially grasses 
and legumes

Diversity of forage functional groups, 
comprising palatable species

High soil levels of plant nutrients (nitrogen, 
phosphorus, potassium and sulfur)

Moderate soil levels of plant nutrients 
(nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium and sulfur)

Soil pH amended to be in optimal zone for 
introduced forage species

Soil pH amended to be in optimal zone for 
target species



Characteristics of a prairie pasture 
managed with livestock grazing*:

 Use variable seasonal vegetation 
stubble height targets
 Intensive grazing
 Lax grazing*
 Close grazing
 Deferral periods

Characteristics of an intensively managed 
highly productive livestock pasture:

 Grazing managed to maintain optimum 
Leaf Area Index for photosynthesis on 
target forage plant species (“stubble 
height”)

* If poisonous plants or species of concern are present, the grazing system may need to be 
adjusted to minimize livestock consumption

Characteristics of an intensively managed 
introduced livestock pasture

Characteristics of a prairie pasture managed 
with livestock grazing*

Grazing managed to maintain optimum Leaf 
Area Index for photosynthesis on target forage 
plant species (“stubble height”)

Use variable seasonal vegetation stubble 
height targets

• Intensive grazing
• Lax grazing*
• Close grazing
• Deferral periods



Springtime 
Deferral 
Period for 
Prairie 
Vegetation:



Prairie species

Why “close graze” before the springtime deferral?



• Uses a points score:
• 5 Points = Highest score for each Indicator

• High Scores = Higher Level of Forage Production

• Prairie Pasture Production Goal = More moderate 
scores for some indicators to encourage species 
diversity



Moderate (3-4) High (5)

• Percent Desirable Plants
• Grazing Utilization and 

Severity
• Plant Vigor

• Plant Diversity
• Percent Legume
• Live Plant Cover (includes 

dormant)
• Plant Residue and Litter as Soil 

Cover
• Livestock Concentration Areas
• Soil Compaction (wet soils!) 

and Soil Regenerative Features
• Erosion

• Sheet and Rill
• Streambank, Shoreline
• Wind
• Gullies

Target Indicator Levels for Prairies:



Definition:

A functional group includes plant species that have similar management requirements, 
biological contributions, and attributes

Western WA Functional Groups 
for Introduced Pastures

Examples

Cool-season bunchgrasses Orchardgrass & Tall Fescue

Cool-season sod formers Bentgrass

Cool-season legumes White clover

Grazable forbs Dandelion & Plantain





Percent
Desirable
Plants*

Desirable
species
<20% of
stand.

Desirable
species 20–

40% of stand.

Desirable
species 
40–60%
of stand.

Desirable
species 

60–80% of
stand.

Desirable 
species 

exceed 80%
of stand.

• Desirable = Livestock-preferred forages
• Adapted to site
• Readily consumed
• Persistent through much of growing season
• High tonnage and quality (with amendments)

• Undesirable = Not preferred by livestock
• Typically eaten last, while preferred plants overgrazed







• More functional groups = More diversity

• Dominant species = At least 15% of the pasture biomass by dry weight



Desirable Species for INTRODUCED Livestock Forage

Introduced Cool-Season Functional Groups for Livestock Forage - Western WA

Tall Fescue
Orchardgrass
Annual Ryegrass
Perennial Ryegrass
Timothy
Perennial brome  
Tall oatgrass
Fine-leafed Fescue
Meadow Foxtail
Meadow Fescue
Elymus spp.

Alfalfa
Birdsfoot Trefoil
Big Trefoil
New Zealand White Clover
White Dutch Clover
Red Clover
Alsike Clover
Sainfoin
Springbank Clover
Strawberry Clover

Chicory
Forage Plantain
Small Burnet
other herbal ley species

Bentgrass
Perennial Bluegrass 
Reed Canarygrass 

Bunchgrasses Sod Grasses Legumes Grazable Forbs



Common Name Scientific Name
Roemer's Fescue Festuca roemeri
Seashore bentgrass Agrostis pallens
Perennial brome (native) Bromus spp.
California Oatgrass Danthonia californica
Poverty Oatgrass Danthonia spicata

Western Panicgrass
Dichanthelium 
acuminatum

Few-flowered Panicgrass
Dichanthelium 
oligosanthes

Blue Wildrye Elymus glaucus
Slender Wheatgrass Elymus trachycaulus
Mannagrass Glyceria spp.

Meadow Barley Hordeum brachyantherum
Prairie Junegrass Koeleria macrantha
Large-flowered agoseris Agoseris grandiflora
Camas Camassia spp.
Balsamroot Balsamorhiza spp.

Narrow-leaved Mule's Ears Wyethia angustifolia
Clovers (native) Trifolium spp.
Deervetch Lotus spp.
Fireweed Chamerion angustifolium
Willowherb Epilobium spp.

• Diversity measured with different 
functional groups depending on goals
• Introduced Pastures = Sodformers

Functional Group
• Prairies = Prairie Plants Functional 

Group (replace sodformers)
• In development



Desirable Species for PRAIRIE Livestock Forage

Cool-Season Functional Groups for Livestock Forage - Western WA

Tall Fescue
Orchardgrass
Annual Ryegrass
Perennial Ryegrass
Timothy
Perennial brome  
Tall oatgrass
Fine-leafed Fescue
Meadow Foxtail
Meadow Fescue
Elymus spp.

Alfalfa
Birdsfoot Trefoil
Big Trefoil
New Zealand White Clover
White Dutch Clover
Red Clover
Alsike Clover
Sainfoin
Springbank Clover
Strawberry Clover

Chicory
Forage Plantain
Small Burnet
other herbal ley species

Bunchgrasses Legumes Grazable Forbs
Camas
Harebell, Common
Sedge, Long-stolon
Sedge, Slough
Chickweed
Thistle, Edible
Small-flowered blue-
eyed Mary
California oatgrass
Nuttall's larkspur
Hairgrass, Tufted
Hairgrass, Slender
Shooting star
Wildrye, Blue

Prairie Plants



Moderate (3-4) High (5)

• Percent Desirable Plants
• Grazing Utilization and 

Severity
• Plant Vigor

• Plant Diversity
• Percent Legume
• Live Plant Cover (includes 

dormant)
• Plant Residue and Litter as Soil 

Cover
• Livestock Concentration Areas
• Soil Compaction (wet soils!) 

and Soil Regenerative Features
• Erosion

• Sheet and Rill
• Streambank, Shoreline
• Wind
• Gullies

Target Indicator Levels for Prairies:



Where to find the NRCS Pasture Condition Score 
Sheet in Washington & Oregon:

• WA-NRCS FOTG Section 1 

- Pasture Technical References

- Pasture Technical Note 104 

• OR–NRCS FOTG Section 3

• https://efotg.sc.egov.usda.gov/#/

Marty Chaney, USDA-NRCS  Olympia, WA
marty.chaney@usda.gov
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