
January	28,	2020

Hello	On	Pasture	reader!

	 In	his	piece	“Here’s	the	Impact	of	Fencing	and	Planning	on	Grazing	Days	and	
Profitability,”	(https://onpasture.com/2020/01/27/heres-the-impact-of-fencing-and-planning-on-
grazing-days-and-profitability/)	Tom	Krawiec	talks	about	“Standard	Animal	Units”	(SAU)	and	he	uses	
them	to	help	determine	how	much	forage	he	needs	to	feed	his	herd.		A	Standard	Animal	Unit	is	derived	
from	a	concept	initially	developed	in	the	early	1900s	when	managers	were	wrestling	with	how	many	
cows	could	graze	on	western	range	without	causing	damage.	Back	then	the	1,000	pound	cow	was	the	
norm,	and	so	an	Animal	Unit	was	a	1,000	pound	cow	with	a	calf,	and	an	Animal	Unit	Month	was	the	
amount	they	would	eat	in	a	month.	

	 Today,	cows	tend	to	weigh	more,	and	we’re	grazing	other	kinds	of	livestock	too.	But	we	still	use	
the	1,000	pound	cow	and	her	calf	as	the	basis	for	our	math.	We	simply	adjust	the	unit	for	different	
weights	and	classes	of	animals.	So,	as	you’ll	see	on	the	next	page,	a	1,300	pound	cow	is	1.3	of	an	
Animal	Unit.	A	mature	sheep	is	.17	of	an	Animal	Unit,	and	so	on.	

	 You’ll	notice	that	this	is	different	than	the	number	Tom	uses.	His	animal	unit	comes	from	a	chart	
provided	by	Ranch	Management	Consultants	that	shows	a	1300	pound	cow	is	1.23	of	an	animal	unit.	
Why	the	difference?	Well,	if	you	look	at	number	3	on	the	last	page	in	this	handout,	you’ll	find	the	
equation	for	determining	the	metabolic	weight	of	an	animal	by	weight.	When	you	do	the	math,	you’ll	
find	that	a	1300	pound	cow	is	1.23.	

	 I	admit	to	not	being	able	to	do	this	math	without	a	fancy	calculator.	So	I	use	the	Animal	Unit	
Equivalent	table	provided	from	Montana	Natural	Resources	Conservation	Service.	The	difference	is	not	
enough	to	have	a	large	impact.

	 There	you	go.	I	hope	it	helps!

	 Kathy
	 Editor,	On	Pasture
	 https://onpasture.com
	 kathy@onpasture.com
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