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Not everything growing in your pasture that isn’t grass is 
a problem. In fact, some of those “weeds” may be doing 

more good than you think.

Forbs are simply broadleaf plants that grow alongside grasses. 
While they often get labeled as weeds, many forbs can play a 
valuable role in pasture systems by improving forage quality, 
supporting soil health, and even boosting livestock perfor-
mance when managed correctly. So what exactly falls into this 
category? Forbs include a wide range of plants from wildflow-
ers to legumes to brassicas like turnips and kale. Some grow 
for a single season, while others may persist for multiple years. 
The key takeaway is that not all forbs are undesirable, and in 
many cases, they can be intentionally used to improve pasture 
systems.

One of the biggest advantages of incorporating forbs is the 
impact they can have on forage quality. Many forb species tend 
to be higher in protein and more digestible than tradition-
al warm-season grasses. Legumes like clover and alfalfa are 
especially valuable because they can fix nitrogen, which helps 
improve soil fertility while also reducing the need for addition-
al fertilizer. Brassicas, such as turnips and forage rape, grow 
rapidly and can provide highly digestible forage during times 
when pasture production is limited. Beyond animal perfor-
mance, forbs can contribute to overall pasture health. Adding 
plant diversity often leads to more stable forage production 
across the year and can improve how pastures respond to 
stress. A more diverse system can also support pollinators 
and other beneficial insects, while helping reduce issues like 
erosion and nutrient runoff.

That said, getting forbs established in an existing pasture is 
often the most challenging step. Established grasses are strong 
competitors and will quickly outcompete young seedlings if 
conditions aren’t right. Giving forbs a fair chance usually means 
reducing that competition ahead of planting, whether that’s 
through close grazing, mowing, or other suppression methods. 
Planting method matters as well. A no-till drill is common-
ly used and can help ensure good seed-to-soil contact, but 
attention to detail is important. Many forb species have small 
seeds that should be planted shallow, and planting too deep 
or into heavy residue can limit emergence. Taking the time to 
calibrate equipment and match seeding depth to the species 
being planted can make a big difference in success. Soil fertility 
is another piece that can’t be overlooked. A recent soil test 
provides a good starting point for understanding what adjust-
ments may be needed. In particular, soil pH and nutrient levels 
can have a bigger impact on forbs than on established grasses. 
With legumes, it’s also important to remember that they can 
supply their own nitrogen. In some cases, applying additional 
nitrogen fertilizer can actually work against you by encouraging 
grass growth that crowds out the legume.

Once forbs are established, management becomes the key to 
keeping them in the system. Compared to grasses, many forbs 
are less tolerant of continuous or heavy grazing and need 
adequate time to recover between grazing events. Rotational 
grazing systems often do a better job of maintaining forb pop-
ulations, while continuous grazing can lead to them gradually 
disappearing over time. Environmental conditions will also play 
a role. Drought, extreme temperatures, and pest pressure can 
all impact how well forbs persist from year to year. Choosing 
species that fit your environment and production goals is one 
of the most important decisions you can make on the front 
end.

Incorporating forbs into a pasture system is not a one-size-fits-
all solution, but when done correctly, it can be a valuable way 
to improve both forage quality and overall pasture productiv-
ity. Legumes can help reduce fertilizer needs while providing 
high-quality nutrition, and brassicas can offer a quick boost in 
forage availability when you need it most. At the end of the day, 
forbs are another tool in the toolbox. With the right approach 
to establishment and management, they can add real value 
to a grazing system and help build more productive, resilient 
pastures over time. If you have questions or are interested in 
incorporating forbs into your operation, reach out to our Live-
stock and Forages Extension Team, we’re always happy to help.
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