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Abstract:



Combining technologies for monitoring spatial behaviour of livestock with technologies that monitor pasture availability, offers the opportunity to improve the management and welfare of extensively produced beef cattle. The aims of the study were to investigate changes to beef cattle behaviour as pasture availability changed, and to determine whether Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) technology could determine livestock grazing preference and hence improve pasture management and paddock utilisation. Data derived from GNSS collars included distance travelled and location in the paddock. The latter enabled investigation of individual animal interactions with the underlying Normalised Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) and pasture biomass of the paddock. As expected, there was a significant temporal decrease in NDVI during the study and an increase in distance travelled by cattle (P < 0.001; r2 = 0.88). The proportion of time budget occupied in grazing behaviour also increased (P < 0.001; r2 = 0.71). Cattle showed a partial preference for areas of higher pasture biomass/NDVI, although there was a large amount of variation over the course of the study. In conclusion, cattle behaviour changed in response to declining NDVI, highlighting how technologies that monitor these two variables may be used in the future as management tools to assist producers better manage cattle, to manipulate grazing intensity and paddock utilisation.
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1. Introduction


Worldwide demand for protein is on the rise, resulting in an increased need to improve the efficiency of livestock production. A better understanding of animal behaviour and environmental interactions are required to optimise the management of livestock and the environment in which they are grazed. The majority of Australian beef is raised on extensive, rangeland, or pasture-based systems, with many of these on large scale, remote properties where livestock monitoring can be low or infrequent [1]. This highlights possible management, monitoring, and welfare problems. However, the emergence of technologies that monitor pasture availability and the autonomous tracking of livestock offer potential solutions to these emerging issues confronting the extensive beef industry.



1.1. Pasture Monitoring


Regardless of the livestock production system, pasture quantity and quality may be limiting at certain times of the year, usually due to climatic influences. To maximise the efficiency of animal production in extensive grazing systems, it is important to know the availability of ground cover and whether livestock can effectively utilise and digest the available forage. Thus, knowledge and monitoring of pasture is required [2,3]. As the majority of paddocks are heterogeneous, there are spatial differences in the quality and quantity of the pasture across the landscape [2]. The use of traditional pasture monitoring tools to measure the quality and quantity of available forage can be labour exhaustive and time intensive [4,5]. Additionally, the cost [5] and delay in obtaining results [2,6] reduces the potential benefit to producers, who could use the objective information to facilitate decision-making on rotation of paddocks or sale of livestock. Thus, pasture monitoring using such tools is infrequently undertaken. The use of more modern technologies, however, allows for the autonomous collection of real-time data that have greater potential for improving the efficient management of limited pasture resources on-farm [6,7]. An example is the CropCircle system (Holland Scientific, Lincoln, NE, USA), a remote sensing technology that uses information from the near-infrared and visible bands of the light spectrum, enabling an NDVI (Normalised Difference Vegetation Index) to be calculated. NDVI can be correlated to pasture biomass and can be autonomously applied to objectively monitor vegetation. This highlights one application of remote sensing technology to provide close to real-time information and a practical means to assist producers to monitor and manage available pasture for livestock production.




1.2. Livestock Behaviour and Tracking


A comprehensive understanding of livestock behaviour, specifically grazing and foraging behaviour, is required to best manage pasture resources and feed availability [3]. The introduction of tracking receivers in 1989 [8] and the more recent addition of commercial Global Navigation Satellite System (GNSS) collars, has dramatically improved our understanding of animal behaviour, movement and environmental interactions [9,10]. This combined with vegetation information highlights an emerging opportunity to improve pasture utilisation while meeting the nutritional needs of livestock [11].




1.3. Production Implications


There are potential production, management, animal welfare, and profitability implications when information is available about pasture production. However, in order to administer appropriate management strategies such as grazing regimes [6], pasture availability must be known [5]. Pasture availability is one of the least understood variables affecting production, efficiency, and utilisation of pasture by grazing livestock. Therefore, the aims of this study were to quantify changes of behavioural time budgets in beef cattle as pasture availability declines, and discover whether GNSS technology could be used to determine spatial behaviour of livestock and thus paddock utilisation.





2. Materials and Methods


2.1. Location and Animals


The research was approved by The University of Sydney Animal Ethics Committee (Protocol number 746) and conducted under the associated Animal Ethics Guidelines. The study was conducted over 15 days during summer (30 January to 13 February 2015) at The University of Sydney John Bruce Pye Farm, Greendale NSW, Australia (33°56′19.18″ S, 150°40′33.32″ E). During the course of the study, the average daily temperature was 22.1 °C, with a maximum of 36.4 °C, minimum of 13.5 °C and 9.2 mm of rain recorded (Figure 1). Using non-toxic livestock paint (Leader products, Craigieburn, VIC, Australia), 20 Charolais cows (4.1 ± 1.1 years; 75 days pregnant (n = 17)) were randomly assigned an identification number on Day 1. They were then weighed (Tru-test, Shepparton, VIC, Australia) in a weigh box (Leicht’s Country Industries Australia, Goombungee, QLD, Australia) and placed into an 8.9 ha ungrazed paddock for 15 days. All animals were returned to the yards for re-weighing every five days. The day before cattle entered the paddock, the average green pasture biomass was 570.6 kg DM/ha (average total green plus dead forage of 969.8 kg DM/ha; see below for method of determining biomass in the paddock).


Figure 1. The daily recorded average (■), minimum (light grey), and maximum (dark grey) temperature (°C) and rainfall (●; mm) over the study. The shaded section highlights the GNSS collar period on days 6–10. The highest recorded temperature of 37.6 °C occurred on Day 10 of the study.
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2.2. Pasture Biomass Measurement and Analyses


Normalised Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) was estimated in the paddock prior to cattle grazing (Day 0) using a CropCircle ACS-470 system connected to a GeoSCOUT GLS-400 datalogger (Holland Scientific, Lincoln, NE, USA). Data in the red (670 nm) and near infra-red (NIR, 760 nm) band wavelengths were recorded at a rate of 20 Hz along 20 m parallel transects. This process was repeated every 5–6 days. These data were then used to calculate NDVI according to the formula: (NIR − Red)/(NIR + Red) [12]. The NDVI data were kriged using VESPER [13] and imported into ArcGIS 10.2 [14] to generate paddock rasters using a pixel size of 1 m. In addition, eight randomly selected sites were cut to ground level and pasture biomass samples were taken using a 0.21 m2 quadrat. Pasture was sorted into green and dead material. Based on the correlation between NDVI and total pasture biomass, a map of paddock biomass was determined. The predominant species present were Kangaroo grass (Themeda triandra Forsk syn australis), Paspalum (Paspalum dilatatum Poir.), Purple pigeon grass (Setaria incrassate cv. Inverell) and Setaria (Setaria sphacelata var. sericea). To determine the overall change in paddock NDVI, the mean paddock raster value was used. Temporal changes over the 15-day study period and cattle response to available pasture biomass were assessed. Regression of data by deducting the NDVI value on Day 11 (the day after the GNSS collars were removed) from Day 5 (day before GNSS collars were placed onto the animals) and dividing by the number of days (6) enabled an NDVI value to be generated on a per day basis for the GNSS collar period (refer to Section 2.4).




2.3. Behaviour Observations and Analyses


Behavioural observations were recorded for all animals using a scan sampling technique [15] at 5 min intervals during daylight hours. Refer to Table 1 in Manning et al. [16] for a list of observed behaviours and observation schedule. Peak grazing times were determined for the GNSS collar period (Days 6–10), based on the behavioural observation data when grazing was accounted for ≥50% of recorded behaviours per hour for the herd. Peak grazing times typically occurred during the morning (06:00–08:00 h Australian Eastern Daylight Savings Time) and late afternoon (18:00–20:00 h) observation periods, with the occasional midday grazing session. These peak grazing times were then used for the analysis of the GNSS collar data (see below).




2.4. GNSS Collar Deployment and Analyses


On Day 6, all cattle were brought back into the yards and half (n = 10) of the cows were fitted with an UNEtrackerII GNSS collar [17] and then returned to the same paddock. On the morning of Day 11, cattle were again brought back into the yards and the collars removed before the cows were returned to the same paddock for a further five days. No significant behavioural effects of cattle wearing a GNSS collar were found, nor was a habituation period required [16]. The GNSS collars received a positional fix every 10 s using the Navstar Global Positioning System, enabling the investigation of paddock utilisation by cattle over the five days (Days 6–10) collars were worn (GNSS collar period). The GNSS data were cleaned by removing speeds > 3.66 m/s (based on Heglund and Taylor [18]), fix interval > 10 s, and any points that fell outside the paddock boundary. Daily distance travelled was determined, and the cleaned data were imported into ArcGIS 10.2 [14]. Each GPS (Global Positioning System) point was assigned an NDVI value based upon the regressed data (refer to Section 2.2). To investigate paddock utilisation, frequency histograms were created in MS Excel. A preference index (or forage ratio) was calculated based on the proportion of the paddock divided by the number of GPS records per NDVI category [19]. A value > 1 indicates that cattle were actively selecting/had a preference for that NDVI category, whereas a value < 1 highlights areas (i.e., a NDVI category) that cattle avoided on that particular day. A value of 1 indicates that the amount of time animals are spending in a particular category area is proportional to the relative proportion that a particular NDVI category is found in the paddock.




2.5. Statistical Analyses


Restricted Maximum Likelihood (REML) modelling [20] was used in R 3.2.0 [21] to determine behavioural changes over time. A model was devised for each of the 12 individual behaviours (refer to Manning et al. [16] for studied behaviours). Fixed effects considered for inclusion were Day, Age, and Pregnancy. Terms that failed to reach significance were dropped from the model. The random effect of Cow was included for all models. Predicted means were also determined for each behaviour. For all statistical analyses, a P value of ≤0.05 was considered significant.





3. Results


3.1. Cattle Behaviour, Production and Pasture Availability


Pasture biomass total and green were highly correlated to NDVI, (r2 0.91 and 0.87, respectively; Figure 2). Due to a high pasture biomass and NDVI reading at one sample site skewing the data, both sets of data are presented in Figure 2, with the r2 of the total (0.60) and green (0.74) biomass reducing when the high data point was excluded. Average paddock NDVI decreased linearly with time (Figure 3). All behaviours were significantly affected by pasture biomass (P ≤ 0.05). The daily proportion of time during daylight hours spent performing the six most common behaviours is presented in Figure 4. Whilst obvious differences between days can be seen, there were no clear patterns over the study for these behaviours, with the exception of grazing. The proportion of time cattle spent in grazing behaviour increased from 31 to 69% on a per day basis (r2 = 0.71; Figure 5). Additionally, as grazing behaviour increased over time, NDVI declined linearly (r2 = 1.00; Figure 5). While pasture availability declined over the study, livestock liveweight steadily and linearly increased at a daily rate of 1.9 kg/day (r2 = 0.91). The average weight of the cattle at the start and end of the study were 578 kg and 607 kg, respectively (individual data not shown).


Figure 2. Correlation between total pasture biomass (solid lines) and green pasture biomass (dashed lines) with NDVI (Normalised Difference Vegetation Index). Please refer to Section 3.1 in the main text for explanations between the short and long regressions curves.
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Figure 3. Normalised Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) maps were generated every 5–6 days over the duration of the study, based on the average NDVI value of the paddock on that day. The GNSS collar period is shaded and illustrates the period of time when cattle were fitted with GNSS collars to investigate paddock utilisation.
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Figure 4. Proportion of time spent undertaking each of the six most commonly recorded behaviours each day during daylight hours over the duration of the study. Observations were not recorded on Days 3 and 13.
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Figure 5. Proportion of observations (predicted value) in which cattle were recorded grazing per day (dashed line) and NDVI (Normalised Difference Vegetation Index; solid line) over the duration of the study.
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3.2. GNSS Collar Analysis


3.2.1. NDVI Preference


Cattle had a preference for areas of higher NDVI (Figure 6) during grazing hours across Days 6–10, with cattle showing a strong preference for areas with NDVI > 0.5. Slight changes were also apparent from the beginning (Day 6) to the end (Day 10) of the GNSS collar period. This was seen with cattle preferring the highest NDVI category of >0.6 only on Day 6 and Day 7. On days 8 and (particularly) 10, cattle greatly increased the amount of time they spent in areas of low NDVI (≤0.2) with cattle five times more likely to select this category area than other available category locations in the paddock. Conversely, some NDVI categories were also avoided, indicated by a preference value of ≤1.


Figure 6. Preference index for grazing hours (where grazing occurred ≥50% of time during behaviour observations) during the GNSS collar period (Days 6–10). A preference value of ≥1 (above the dashed line) indicates cattle were actively selecting areas with the associated NDVI values, whereas ≤1 highlights avoidance by cattle.
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3.2.2. Distance Travelled


The daily distance travelled per animal significantly increased linearly from the beginning to the end of the GNSS collar period (P < 0.001; r2 = 0.88; Figure 7). Differences in distance travelled between animals, highlighted by error bars, emphasises normal animal variation including probable variation in motivations to travel to points of apparent interest (such as seeking out shelter or water sources). The daily distance travelled was less during grazing hours, time when direct behaviour observations were recorded (r2 = 0.43; Figure 7), but significantly increased over time (P < 0.001).


Figure 7. Distance travelled (m/day) during the GNSS collar period (Days 6–10). The total distance travelled over 24 h (All data) and distance travelled during grazing hours (≥50% time spent grazing during behaviour observations). Standard error bars are included for all data. However, as differences between animals during grazing hours were negligible (SEM = 43.9–84.1), error bars are not included.
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4. Discussion


4.1. Cattle Behaviour


Animals are able to adjust their behaviour and associated time budget in order to meet their demands (nutritional, social, etc.). All behaviours recorded in the present study were affected by pasture decline, reinforcing animals’ ability to alter behaviour on a daily (or even more regular) basis. Grazing was the behaviour with the clearest trend, increasing over the duration of the study. It is a key behaviour for beef cattle [22], and when cattle were faced with a nutritional challenge such as declining pasture availability, an adjustment to the amount of time spent performing this behaviour occurs [23]. However, as grazing behaviour increased, we anticipated that other behaviours would decline due to a reduction in available time. However, no clear trends were evident for the six most common behaviours recorded (see Figure 4). As liveweight of the cows increased steadily over time, it was assumed that sufficient pasture was available to meet animals’ nutritional needs. Nevertheless, the results suggest an environmental factor influenced grazing behaviour.




4.2. Factors Influencing Grazing Behaviour


The observed increase in grazing time over the duration of the present study was most probably due to the underlying decline in pasture availability. As resources (in this case pasture) become limiting, animals need to increase foraging behaviour, including travel and “exploration” of the paddock, in order to graze and meet their nutritional requirements [24]. Similar results have been documented for sheep [25] and cattle [26,27,28], with these studies reporting that grazing time increased with declining pasture availability. Conversely, as the availability of pasture increased, grazing time declined [29]. However, some studies have reported that grazing time was not affected by decreasing pasture availability [11,30]. The latter observation could be attributed to the multifactorial nature of diet selection by livestock and the speed-of-movement based technique the authors used for classifying animal movement as “grazing” (refer to [31]). Regardless, the potential exists to apply this knowledge to commercial production systems to facilitate decision-making on when to move livestock to fresh paddocks. Rotational grazing systems can improve paddock utilisation and the sustainability of swards, but these rely on the timely removal of cattle from a paddock before irreversible effects occur.



Other factors also play a role in influencing grazing behaviour such as plant height, maturity and quality [26]. NDVI indicates photosynthetic activity of forage plants, where a green, growing plant (high photosynthetic activity) will have a high value (closer to 1), whereas a low value (0) highlights a low photosynthetic, senescing plant [5]. NDVI declined over time in the present study (Figure 3). A number of common factors in grazing systems are known to influence a change in NDVI, including plant physiology, growth, and senescence. Additionally, declining NDVI is indicative of changing plant photosynthetic activity, from an actively growing to a maturing plant. The findings of the present study also highlight that cattle preferred to graze the green or high photosynthetic areas, resulting in senesced material being left (i.e., uneaten), and this change was detected by the CropCircle sensor/NDVI values (Figure 3). Plant growth is also greatly influenced by livestock grazing, particularly due to selective grazing by livestock species [23,32,33]. The rate of change in pasture availability following a grazing event can occur rapidly or slowly, for example within minutes or after months, and over a range of spatial scales [32]. Therefore, grazing events can affect both plant photosynthetic activity and NDVI. Changes in NDVI over time may also indicate the declining quality of pasture, such as fibre content. As forages mature, fibre content (Hemicellulose, Cellulose and Lignin) within the cell increases [34]. Fibre content of forage tends to restrict intake by ruminants, thus reducing grazing time as the rumen fills more quickly [35]. Hence, as pasture availability decreases and the stage of plant maturity increases, more fibre is present and grazing would have been expected to decline over time due to an increase in rumen fill and reduction in intake [36,37]. Although this dynamic relationship is highly dependent on implemented pasture management regimes. In the present study, the opposite occurred with grazing increasing over time. Stejskalová et al. [38] suggested that a low fibre content helps increase rumen action, resulting in more time spent actively searching for available forage (grazing). As pasture was not analysed for fibre content, we are unable to determine if change in fibre content was a driver of grazing behaviour over the course of the study. Future recommendations should include documenting pasture availability, quality, or average paddock NDVI before and after cattle grazing. Nonetheless, our findings reinforce how pasture availability and quality can greatly influence grazing behaviour, and the important role these play in understanding how cattle behaviour changes in response to environmental change.




4.3. GNSS Collar Analysis


4.3.1. NDVI Preference


Cattle showed a strong preference for areas in the paddock where NDVI was highest (≥0.5), highlighting the selective nature of grazing cattle in relation to pasture “quality” (assuming that a high NDVI relates to increased forage quantity and quality). Similarly, research by Handcock et al. [5] found that animals spent most of their time at areas of higher NDVI (around 0.5 NDVI), which were more mature areas, yet had a lower NDVI than the overall paddock average. Toward the end of the GNSS collar period on days 8–10, cattle were no longer actively seeking the top NDVI category of ≥0.6, suggesting that this NDVI category was grazed out. In addition, cattle were five times more likely to select NDVI category 0.2 on Day 10 compared to remaining available pasture with higher NDVI. However, on Day 10 the highest temperature was recorded during the study (36.4 °C), which could have influenced the apparent high selection for areas with an NDVI < 0.2. These low NDVI areas may include areas around trees, which are likely to have low NDVI due to either the influence of shading or tree-root competition for water on grass production, and/or their role as stock camps. In the present study, the average NDVI within 10 m of all trees was higher (0.37 ± 0.001) than the 0.2 NDVI category preference. Moreover, instead of highlighting avoidance of areas with high quality pasture, it could illustrate the preference and selectivity for areas near shelter (trees) or water sources which the cows may have selected to minimise heat load. The fact that one of the highest preferences based on time spent around trees and the dam was recorded on Day 10 supports this suggestion. Based on all GPS points, cattle spent 1.5% of their time within 10 m of trees and 0.4% within 20 m of a dam. While time spent near shelter and water on Day 10 was not the highest value recorded during the GNSS period, it was greater than the average (1.0% and 0.26%, respectively). Not surprisingly, the average NDVI of pasture within 20 m of the dam was also higher at 0.3. Additionally, micro-climates in different areas of the paddock especially on Day 10 may have also influenced the apparent preference for regions by cattle. In addition, daily distance travelled increased over time, and if the high preference for low NDVI categories was true, then the distances travelled would have declined due to an increase in time spent at these highly available sites. Regardless, this information illustrates the selective nature of grazing cattle and how producers need to understand the complex interaction between grazing behaviour and the underlying pasture in order to maximise production potential and implement management strategies.




4.3.2. Distance Travelled


A temporal increase in distance travelled per day during the GNSS collar period can be attributed to an increase in grazing behaviour as the study progressed. When more time is spent searching and travelling in order to find available or better quality forage (i.e., performing foraging behaviour), a concomitant increase in the distance travelled is expected. Animals will regularly travel over large areas, exploring their surrounding environment in order to find available and high quality forage [39,40]. Similarly, decreasing pasture availability has been correlated with an increase in the number of steps [41]. The daily distance travelled was comparable to previous studies, ranging from 1.7 [42] to 12.6 km [43]. Therefore, the number of steps taken or daily distance travelled can be indicative of the underlying pasture availability. Furthermore, this variable could also be used in future modelling (e.g., energy expenditure), or as an alert indicator of when action needs to be taken (e.g., paddock rotation or supplementary feed provided). Differences may be apparent between different environments, paddock sizes, and breed of animals, but these findings highlight how a relatively simple variable such as distance travelled could provide useful information at a paddock level.





4.4. Limitations


More knowledge is needed about the factors affecting animals’ “preferred diet” and grazing location site [23] in extensive production systems (i.e., not solely relying on feeding trials). Numerous variables are proposed to influence how cattle select areas to graze [44,45,46], but the addition of “new” information from readily available technology will help facilitate producers’ understanding of the real world drivers of forage selectivity by cattle. It is acknowledged that a limitation of our study is its focus on NDVI as a proxy for pasture biomass/availability and not on other quality parameters of pasture. Future research is required that incorporates pasture biomass, supplemented with quality attributes (fibre, protein, carbohydrate contents, etc.) of pasture, to investigate the effects on livestock behaviour, spatial distribution and preference for pasture/forage species. Additionally, the future development of models utilising data derived from technology such as GPS for the classification of livestock behaviour will enable information to be available during all hours and not just during daylight hours, like the majority of behavioural observation studies.





5. Conclusions


The addition of technology that is readily available, and quick and easy to use by farmers, highlights how potential tools can be applied to improve the way extensively produced livestock are managed. Cattle change their behaviour in response to pasture availability, hence highlighting a potential bio-indicator of pasture availability, especially in remote regions where farm sizes are large and visual monitoring can be infrequent. Additionally, distance travelled and time spent grazing by cattle may also be useful indicators to incorporate in future management tools for livestock. By improved understanding of the complex interaction between cattle selectivity and the underlying pasture, management decisions can be implemented to potentially improve profitability and sustainability of the enterprise.
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