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“Grazing as an organic soil health tool” 

Maynard, Iowa — Moving from confinement dairy to grazing and then to organic, Scott 

Wedemeier and his family have developed a unique grass dairy system that works well for their 

farm. 

Scott and Gary, his father and farming partner, milk 164 organic cows in northeastern 

Iowa. Scott’s wife, Catherine, and young children, Mae, Evan, Will, and Jed, are also part of the 

operation. In addition to Gary and Scott, one full-time and three part-time employees work in the 

dairy and the accompanying cropping operation,  

Open heifers with milk cows 

A cornerstone to their program is the labor-saving method of running open heifers (6–17 

months old) with the milking herd during the grazing season.  

Scott really likes how this works. The heifers get dairy-quality forages, and he doesn’t 

have to fence and manage an extra grazing group to get the heifers their organic forage. 

He says he noticed the dairy herd has grazed pastures more evenly since he added the 

heifers. He doesn’t see the heifers getting picked on, and they seem to get along fine together.  

Scott says the single grouping helps the heifers learn how to be dairy cows. They become 

familiar with the milking cow facilities, even coming into the parlor sometimes. Scott says this is 

not a problem, and even makes it simple to train fresh two-year olds. And the heifers are very 

docile because they spend so much time around people. 



The youngsters eat a partial mixed ration with the cows before morning and evening 

milkings. They’re not the first to the bunk, but they get their share — about one-eighth of the 

total consumed by the milking herd. 

Scott says he likes being able to mix one ration for both groups because it saves time and 

keeps feed fresher. He tries to put just enough feed out, tweaking the quantity daily based on 

changes in refusals. The ration includes 14–19 lbs. of homegrown organic grain and enough 

baleage (oat or alfalfa) to provide 47–48 lbs. dry matter/day total, including pasture. 

He adjusts the ration based on forage quality and quantity as the grazing season 

progresses, with a goal of keeping daily milk within a range of 56–64 lbs./cow. The Wedemeiers 

milk year-round, with emphasis on spring and fall calving. 

Ease of feeding isn’t the only advantage to raising his heifers with cows; there are long-

term benefits, too. Scott says seeing how the heifers grow and develop on grass with the dairy 

herd provides good insight into whether they will make good grazing milk cows, so he uses this 

as an opportunity select for the best while culling the less desirable heifers.  

“We’ll make quicker progress having them together,” he says of his method of rearing 

heifers with the dairy herd. 

Over the winter, the heifers and cows are managed separately. The milking herd comes in 

from pasture at the end of September and gets a complete TMR of corn silage, baleage and grain. 

The heifers stay out to graze, and Scott adds a clean-up bull starting in October (heifers are bred 

A.I. during the summer when they’re with the milking herd). 

The heifers come in for good around the beginning of December. Scott does pregnancy 

checks and puts any remaining open heifers in the beef pen to be fed out, with some sold to 

friends and family for organic dairy beef. 



The calves are raised in groups of four, and Scott sees this as important for socialization 

and development. They drink from group feeders, getting one gallon of milk two times a day for 

three months along with free-choice grain and hay or baleage. After weaning, they get 4 lbs. of a 

grain mix (peas, oats, whole corn, barley) and hay or baleage until they are six months old and 

ready to go out with the milking herd. 

Grazing to expand 

Scott switched from conventional dairy to grazing in 2006 because it was the only way to 

milk more cows without adding buildings. 

In 2015, the Wedemeiers started the transition to organic because financial analysis 

showed Scott needed to create more revenue to buy the farm from his father.  

They were one of the last dairies to get on the Organic Valley truck in 2018. Scott said 

the lower organic milk prices over the past couple of years has been “kind of a bummer,” but the 

finances are still better than when he was selling conventional.  

“I’m just happy to be on the truck,” he adds. 

Scott was worried about how he would get by without conventional treatments as he 

approached the cut-off date during the transition to organic. However, he found that with good 

soils and feed from organic practices, the cows didn’t need those things anymore.  

“It was much easier than I expected,” Scott explains. “It went very, very well.” Organic 

dairy requires more labor but the management is easier, he says. The cows are healthier, with 

higher pregnancy rates and fewer cystic cows. 

Scott believes the organic processes involved in managing the herd, growing crops and 

building good soil have provided an incredible opportunity to better understand agriculture. 



Sometimes what he learns is contrary to conventional wisdom regarding “necessary” products 

and inputs. 

“I’ve learned so much about farming since I quit conventional,” Scott says. “The key is 

that if nature and the books don’t agree, throw away the book.” 

Perennial pastures 

Grazing management had been one such learning opportunity, and it’s been a process. In 

the beginning he grazed the pastures down to a few inches and had short rest periods. The 

pastures were suffering, and Scott found lengthening the rotations led to better productivity and 

healthier forage stands. 

“It’s amazing what you can learn if you just pay attention,” he says. Today, his target 

turn-in height is at least one foot, and aims for six-inch residuals with no bare dirt showing. Rest 

periods are often 27–32 days, but are stretched to 45–60 days on pastures needing extra time to 

recover and rebuild.  

Scott’s 149 pasture acres were planted in 2006, and he hasn’t had to reseed them. He does 

not clip, instead allowing seed heads to mature and reseed bare spots. 

These lush pastures are mainly orchardgrass, meadow fescue, clovers and some alfalfa. 

His goal is to keep a 50% legume stand to make nitrogen to feed the grass, and he achieves this 

entirely by grazing management. 

The paddocks lack shade, and the herds tend to bunch up in the middle of hot summer 

days. To limit pasture damage, Scott lets the milk cows come back to the barn to eat baleage at 

those times.  



With a relatively large herd, and employing 12-hour breaks, he is able to provide small 

paddock breaks with high stocking densities, thus aiding forage utilization. This encourages them 

to eat some weeds too, since they can’t be choosy. 

After 13 years of grazing, Scott has seen marked improvement in soil structure and 

texture. The pastures were converted from row crops, and the first years were tough since there 

was no forage seed bank and poor soil structure. Cow traffic would create severe pugging, 

making stands look like chisel-plowed fields and harming regrowth. 

Today, two-inch rains soak in quickly, mud problems are minimal, and his stands can 

withstand more traffic. 

He has also learned about his soil from watching his cows eat the cafeteria-style free 

choice minerals offered at the barn. 

He finds the cows’ choices vary depending on the field, and that they seem to match what 

the soil test shows the field is lacking. 

Good cattle lanes are also important in reducing wet weather problems. When a nearby 

road was redone, Scott jumped at the opportunity to employ the old loose rock/asphalt on his 

lanes to keep them solid. 

In addition to perennial pastures, the Wedemeiers have 562 acres of organic forage and 

row crops and 200 conventional acres. The operation works as a system: lagoon manure from the 

dairy herd is vital to organic corn production, and the forage rotation from row crop fields feeds 

the herd.  

Grazing cover crops 



Scott has been growing cover crops for green manure on his row crop land. He has 

grazed heifers on cereal rye and clover in the spring before planting field crops. Now Scott wants 

to do more cover crop grazing. 

This year will be the first time cattle graze cover crops on different farms. A seed mix 

including buckwheat, ryegrass, clovers, cowpeas, and hairy vetch was planted using an air seeder 

on the back of a single-sweep cultivator during the last pass through corn in July.  

After small grain harvest in July, Scott planted a 13-way mix including sorghums, oats, 

brassicas, clovers, sunn hemp and buckwheat. He plans to graze them this fall, but they will 

make an excellent green manure crop if he can’t do that. 

The downside to cover crops is that they can be hard to kill and can require an extra 

tillage pass to terminate — especially species like ryegrass that don’t fall-kill. However, Scott 

believes the soil health benefits of cover crops outweigh the challenges and make up for the soil 

structure destroyed by tillage. 

Building his own parlor 

In 2011, Scott built a swing-15 parlor using the TRANS Iowa design developed by Larry 

Tranel, University of Iowa Extension and Outreach field specialist. It replaced a double-four, 

step-up parlor and was installed in the same location to utilize the existing milkhouse. 

Scott’s high school shop class skills came in handy: he did all of the metal work (mostly 

scrap metal), cutting and welding everything together. He helped pour the concrete, making sure 

the forms looked right, and having the workers adjust them as needed. 

The facility cost $150,000 for concrete, steel, rebar, milking equipment, Dairymaster 

automatic takeoffs and split chop gates, plus demolition of old facilities. This doesn’t count the 

time Scott and the farm employees spent on the project. 



Only one side of the parlor was finished on the first day of milking, but the difference 

was obvious. Scott said they pushed in and milked the entire herd in the single-15 in the same 

time it had taken them to milk in the double-four. 

Scott says it was like going 25 miles per hour in a Ferrari — you can’t wait to see what 

it’ll do at full speed. Now that he’s been using it eight years, he is happy with the way it turned 

out. 

Breeding grazing cows 

The herd is Holstein and Brown Swiss, although it is shifting toward the Swiss by natural 

selection. The Swiss “just outperform” the Holsteins, Scott offers. He likes the heat tolerance of 

the Swiss, as well as their ability to produce well on pasture. 

“We’ve got to design cows to fit the system, not the system to the cows,” he explains. 

To that end, Scott has been using the aAa Animal Analysis to select for soundness, 

structure, uniformity and cows with body capacity for forage. He sees the program as a vital 

selection tool. 

“I’m a pretty big fan of that,” Scott says of aAa. “You’re more successful using it than if 

you’re not.” 

He uses commercially available bulls, but recently collected the first homebred bull from 

one of his best old Swiss cows. He uses cleanup bulls in the dry/bred heifer herd for cheap 

insurance, and these come from his herd as well.  

Scott believes it makes sense to keep bulls from his older cows that excel at breeding 

back, make high-component milk on grass, and keep good condition.  

Scott’s problem with buying semen is that it’s hard to find grass-based bulls. Some of the 

commercially available bulls labeled as grazing genetics are picked by numbers alone from 



confinement herds, and he questions how this can be accurate. He believes it takes a different 

kind of cow to take the challenge of grazing and walking back and forth to pasture.  

“They’re not sitting by the fridge next to the bulk tank,” he says of the grazing cow’s 

lifestyle compared to a confinement cow. 

Even though he likes the Swiss better, he still pretty much sticks to breeding Holstein 

cows to Holstein bulls, and Swiss cows to Swiss bulls. 

Scott grew up on the dairy and participated in 4-H. When he was about 14, he told his 

dad that the A.I. technician wasn’t picking out the right bulls for the herd. Gary’s response was, 

“Fine, you do it,” and Scott started making the breeding decisions. 

When Scott got his driver’s license at 16, he drove to AI school, and then started doing 

all of the breeding work. Every year, Gary gave him more responsibility on the dairy. As he was 

ready, Scott learned milking, nutrition and all aspects of dairy management.  

He stayed involved when he was at Iowa State getting his dairy science degree and 

agronomy minor, and came back to the farm full time after he graduated in 2003. 

Scott credits his father for getting him involved early on and feeding his interest in dairy 

farming. 

“I’ve always enjoyed the cows,” he says. “It’s worked out well for us.” 


