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This time of year finds your local Extension agent’s in a flood of paperwork, paperwork that
must be done on the computer, which isn’t always reliable. After typing in two reports, they
vanished! Faulty internet connection! It’s a chore to do it the first time, let alone repeating it! Is it me
or do the years seem to go by quickly? It Seems like I just wrote a column about when to put cows in
the pasture and here we are at the end of the season. Time to take stock out of the pastures.
It seems counter-intuitive, but the forage production calendar starts in the fall, not the spring.
Most pasture grasses in the area are cool season grasses, meaning they grow best throughout spring,
slow down during summer then regrow again in the fall. Examples of these plants include brome,
orchard grass, timothy and fescues. Their growth starts in the spring after average daily temperatures
reach 42°F and increases steadily with rising environmental temperature. Growth slows as average
temperatures approach 62°F and ceases entirely above 85°F. In general, growth declines significantly
after June 21 as plants begin the first of their two annual root-shedding phases.
About mid-September, cool season pasture grasses are just starting to renew growth after
summer dormancy induced by heat and lack of water. If they were not overgrazed and have sufficient
stored carbohydrates as an energy source, grasses can regenerate their roots and develop many
growing points for next year’s pasture production. Most cool season grass growing points are created in
the fall, meaning more tillers, denser stands, more leaves and fewer weeds the following season, which
means production of more forage and nutrients for livestock.
Forage grasses store most of their carbohydrate energy reserves as sugars in the bottom 3” of
stem, not in the roots. Some sugars are stored in roots but quantities are small compared to what is
stored in the lower 3” of stubble. Allowing livestock to graze down into these reserves in the fall is like
robbing the bank: in the spring, instead of using sugars stored in the lower stem to start new growth,
grasses must use root sugars. This “loan” of energy from the roots will manifest itself as delayed and
decreased forage production in the following grazing season. Expect a large increase in weeds
throughout the pasture, as well, due to delayed and less vigorous grass growth.
Here’s another counterintuitive pasture management concept: if livestock are kept off pastures during
critical growth periods, next season’s production will compensate for hay fed during this exclusion
period.
A critical growth period is very early spring, when plants first green up. Growers are tempted to
turn animals out early and stop feeding hay, but this is a bad decision with season-long effects on
pasture production. Many livestock owners turn animals out too soon, unknowingly shooting
themselves in the foot (or wallet). Removing leaf matter so early in the spring means the photosynthetic
capacity of the plant has been curtailed; new root regeneration is slowed and recovery and production
will be set back several weeks. In addition, livestock can cause significant compaction and other longterm damage if they have access to early spring pastures that are often still saturated with water.
Another very critical growth period is NOW. Cool-season grasses are generating roots after their
summer semi-dormant period. They are also creating and storing carbohydrates. Contrary to previous
beliefs, most carbohydrates are stored as sugars in the lowest 3” of the stem, not in the roots; this
makes them susceptible to removal by livestock through overgrazing.

