Goats and conservation grazing
Extracts from Nibblers online discussion group May 2006
Enquiry posted on behalf of Phil Holms.
Shapwick Heath is a large (1000 acres+) wetland reserve in the Somerset Levels based on
flooded peat workings, but includes a traditional organic farm grazed by our Red Devon
Cattle and Shetland Sheep. Cattle are a closed herd (apart from changing the bull) to
maintain progeny resistance to the tick-borne disease 'Red Water'. Away from the main
grazing area, (no public access) a remnant bog/wet heath of around 30 acres has recently
been won back from scrub woodland. To keep within the organic status no herbicides are
used so cutting and grazing are the tools we are using to restore the habitat. The area
resembles a large clearing in the woodland, with scattered small scrub (birch and willow)
and Myrica, criss-crossed with small steep-sided ditches and surrounded by standard stock
net/barbed wire fencing. Vehicular access is via a rough track and difficult in winter, the site
is around 3 miles by road from the main farm holding. There is no mains water, but most
ditches are fresh and water is plentiful and there is a small timber stock shelter on site.
Sheep are grazed on the site from June to October. Small ditches make the site too
hazardous for cattle or pony grazing.
We have 14 goats (billy's, nanny's and kids) successfully grazing scrub on the NNR,
managed by the farmer who tends the NNR cattle and sheep. Unfortunately we have
recently been reported to the RSPCA (by concerned member of the public) for not looking
after them. The husbandry issue is significant, but the land appears to be challenging
whatever we do, but we must continue grazing over winter to control older scrub and reduce
seedling scrub and Mollinia growth in early spring. Sheep are on too late as they go on after
lambing.
Our goats were examined by a vet and were found to be thin, carrying a high worm burden
and covered in ticks. They are no special breed, just the standard white variety, and we have
clearly not been looking after them as well as we should. They have now been dosed and
treated for ticks and are back on the site, but the farmer is nervous the same difficulties (and
maybe the RSPCA) may reappear in a few months. The animals should be checked daily,
but weekly is more likely, as the process is very time consuming, though clearly from now on
we shall be treating for worms/ticks regularly.
Regardless of any husbandry shortcomings, the goats have been grazing/browsing the site
for over 2 years now and doing an excellent job. The ticks are present on all our livestock,
not just the goats, and we don't want this to be a 'no go' area for grazing because of this. Are
other breeds of goats any better or more resistant, or should we be looking to manage the
site in a very different way? Any suggestions would be most welcome.
Phil
Apologies in advance if someone has replied to this earlier. I don't appear to be receiving all
the emails.
I agree, goats can be fantastic tools for scrub control. But sounds like they have been
pushed too hard in the winter.
Re welfare - recommend doing a GAP type welfare risk assessment / five freedoms as Jim
has mentioned in a separate discussion. This should cover all welfare issues and also show
that to RSPCA etc that you are tackling them.

Some Q's - Assuming they are contained, is the area large enough for them to provide
sufficient forage? Do they have shelter? Goats don't like the wet - do they have some dry
ground to use? Do they have some hard ground or do their feet need clipping?
Intuitively I think that 'historic' feral goats ie those more closely related to turn of the last
century, 'unimproved' breeds will do better in situations as described, although there is no
real proof that this is so. However, at least the long hair and underwool of feral goats should
be a factor in keeping animals warm.. their smaller size might also mean they can meet their
nutritional requirements quicker. If feral goats are used they will need to be accustomed to
frequent handling (but note, even feral goats brought off the hill can be 'tamed' relatively
quickly). Surplus feral goats are available in several parts of the country, the main cost being
capture and transport.
I'd also be tempted to run a non-breeding group - whethers or females rather than the family
group you describe, as they will be under less bodily stress.
Hope that makes sense,
Good luck
Jude
Wildworks Ecology

