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During the past two years, ISU Extension and the Rathbun Lake Forage Project have
sponsored a series of meetings to discuss current management recommendations for
southern Iowa fescue pastures. This May, we invited Dr. Craig Roberts from the
University of Missouri to update us at three producer meetings and one veterinarian in-
service. Over 120 producers and practitioners attended these sessions. This article will
review some of the highlights from Dr. Roberts’ presentations.

Is the fescue endophyte a health or a nutritional problem? It is important to realize that
while you can manage grass to have higher protein or higher energy, if you do not deal
with managing around the alkaloid toxins produced by fescue, you still will not have
good animal performance. Fescue toxicosis is a health issue, not a nutritional issue!
Many sets of data show that cattle on endophyte infected Kentucky-31 will gain 30-50%
less than cattle grazing the same varieties of endophyte free or novel-endophyte fescues.
Beef cow studies often show a 20-30% reduction in pregnancy rates with average
management on high endophyte pastures. These studies are with local origin cattle —
cattle introduced to fescue pastures from non-fescue regions can expect more severe
results!

Once you realize we need to manage not only yield and forage quality, but also the toxin
levels, it may change your outlook on when and how to use fescue. Intake of fescue
alkaloid levels are highest when fescue is rapidly growing — especially late May and June
when fescue grows a stem and seed heads. Alkaloids also can be high during early fall
pasture growth. Dr, Roberts recommends if you have highly infected pastures, it may
pay to rotate the cattle to other forage sources when fescue matures in the spring and
when you get a flush of fall growth. Use the fescue heavily in early spring, try to keep
seed heads and stems from emerging, and use the fall growth as a stockpiled feed for
winter grazing.

You may choose to harvest hay from fescue pastures that are maturing. That allows you
to manage the use of the infected hay. Missouri data indicates allowing mowed fescue to
sun cure and harvest as big bales can reduce the alkaloid levels 50% from what was in the
fresh grass pasture. Some Missouri producers are also ammoniating fescue hay to
improve quality and detoxify the hay.

Other tips from the fescue management workshops include:

*Test your pastures for the level of endophyte infection using the new Elisa test
developed in Georgia — check www.agrinostics.com for more information.

*If you have a severe problem, replant to new forages, by killing the fescue with
Roundup, and either farming two years of row crops or seeding annual forage crops in



fescue sod with a spray/smother/spray renovation plan. After you reduce the seed bank
and current tillers of the infected pastures, you can reseed to your new pasture mix. Dr.
Roberts is very high on the new novel-endophyte fescue varieties, fescue that have a
special endophyte that does not produce alkaloid toxins. Jesup/Max-Q is the only variety
currently commercially available.

*If you do not want to replace the fescue pasture, manage what is there by adding
practices that dilute or reduces the amount of alkaloid consumed, including rotating to
other pastures or hay fields, adding legumes to the pasture (frost seeding), supplementing
the cattle with grain or grain co-products, ammoniating fescue hay, clipping pastures, and
using stockpiled fescue in the winter. You also should be careful in adding nitrogen
fertilizer to fescue pastures — nitrogen addition will increase the concentration of
alkaloids.

*It is critical to have a good mineral program that supplies a highly available source of
microminerals that are deficient in our region, so nutrition does not further complicate
cattle health and performance. There is no definitive evidence that adding antibiotics,
enzymes or seaweed extract to minerals has any impact on the toxins produced by
infected fescue through increased daily gain or improved pregnancy rates. There may be
secondary benefits from these additives, but it is yet to be proved they really directly
reduce the impact of the endophyte.

Dr. Roberts emphasized that managing fescue is hard, “boring” work that really involves
high levels of management with practices we know about and using plants that we easily
can grow in lowa. There really is no magic bullet or exotic plant that will solve all your
fescue alkaloid problems. Contact me at 641-774-2016 or sellers@iastate.edu if you
want more information.
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Alkaloid Management! Incremental Alleviation




1. Weigh and stack hay.
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