Establishing Horse Pastures
Sources:  Bob Coleman and Garry Lacefield


Establishing grass pastures can be an important fall activity for horse owners.  Following good establishment principles will maximize the value of pastures to horses.

These practices include providing optimum fertility, selecting the proper species, variety and seeding method, and controlling competition.

To be sure you apply needed lime and fertilizer, take appropriate soil samples to have fertility checked.  The results will indicate lime, phosphorus, potassium and other fertilizer needs for the species you will seed.


Information and materials for taking a soil test are available from the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Always use high-quality seed of an improved variety that is proven to be a top performer in Kentucky. For information on University of Kentucky College of Agriculture variety trials, contact the Extension office, or visit the UK Forage Extension Web site at http://www.uky.edu/Ag/Forage and scroll down to "Forage Variety Trials."

High-quality seed has high germination rates and is free of contamination from seed or other crops or weeds. Reading the seed tag will provide this information.


If you are buying tall fescue to use on a pasture for pregnant mares, be sure the tag states the variety is endophyte-free or low endophyte, usually less than five percent.  Assume that the tall fescue is infected if this information is not clearly stated.

In addition, some varieties of perennial ryegrass contain an endophyte that can harm horses.  Forage-type perennial ryegrasses are less likely to contain the endophyte than turf types.

Use the best seeding methods to successfully establish pastures. 


Generally, planting into a conventionally tilled seedbed is more effective than no-till seedings. Both methods are more reliable than broadcast, or "frost," seedings which rely on the winter freezing-thawing cycle to work seed into the soil. Broadcast seeding is not recommended for grasses.  However it is recommended in January and February for red clover and white clover seeded onto very closely grazed or clipped sod.  

Conventional, no-till and broadcast methods will be successful when seed is planted with firm contact into moist soil at a depth from which the seedling can emerge. Sow seed to a depth of one-fourth to one-half inch for tall fescue, orchardgrass, timothy, bluegrass, alfalfa and red and white clover.

Weed competition causes many seedings to fail. Tillage to prepare the seedbed will control many weeds, and herbicides can be used for control when seeding no-till. Always read and follow label directions when using a herbicide, or any pesticide.


After seeding, mow or lightly graze pastures for a few months to control weeds. This may be sufficient weed control to allow successful establishment. Use herbicides on a newly established pasture as a last resort because they may injure forage seedlings.

For more information on establishing and managing horse pastures, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service office.
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