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Grazing Winter Pastures

As we follow a good autumn break into winter, evaluating the suitability of crops and pastures to
provide adequate nutrition for grazing livestock is essential. We are fortunate that for many
producers this year, there is feed ahead of animals as we enter the winter months. However,
providing enough feed is only one aspect that needs to be considered. Energy, protein, fibre and
mineral balance of the diet all need to be addressed to optimise animal performance. This article

outlines some important considerations to get the most out of your pastures over winter.
Green Feed

Short, lush, green feed lacks adequate fibre. Without sufficient fibre, feed passes rapidly through the
digestive system reducing the animals’ ability to absorb key nutrients and potentially leading to
bloat, acidosis, or other metabolic diseases like grass tetany?. Short, green feed is often high in
nitrogen and potassium, which can reduce the uptake of other essential nutrients like calcium,
magnesium, and certain trace elements?3. An insufficient supply of these key nutrients will reduce
growth rates in young stock. Studies have shown that providing lambs with calcium, magnesium, and
sodium as a loose lick of lime, Causmag and salt whilst grazing vegetative cereals crops can increase
liveweight gain by 30 to 50%*>. For autumn calving herds, this presents a heightened and prolonged
risk of grass tetany as these conditions coincide with the time of greatest demand for these

nutrients.
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Figure 1: Daily liveweight gain of lambs grazing wheat with straw, mineral or no supplements®
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Grass Tetany

Grass tetany is a deficiency of magnesium in the blood and cerebrospinal fluid®. Low blood
Magnesium is often associated with low blood calcium (a sudden drop in blood calcium at calving is
called ‘milk fever’), and as such lactating cows are most at risk due to the increased demand for both
nutrients in milk production. Sheep and cattle cannot store Mg and therefore require a constant
dietary supply?. Lush, grass-dominant pasture or vegetative cereal crops often do not contain
sufficient calcium, magnesium, or sodium, which is needed to help transport magnesium across the
rumen wall. To further exacerbate this, these forages are often high in nitrogen and potassium,

reducing the plant and animals’ ability to absorb magnesium?3.

The common symptoms of grass tetany include twitching ears, acting hypersensitive, excitable,
aggressive, paddling, and sudden death. If symptoms are observed early, treat with a 4-1 Flopak?;

otherwise, the focus should be on preventing grass tetany. This can be achieved by?:

1) Identifying high-risk paddocks by soil or tissue testing
e Target a K:(Ca+Mg) ratio of less than 2.2
e Grazing can be delayed allowing more pasture growth or using a lower-risk class of stock.
2) Be mindful of fertiliser practices and avoid overusing nitrogen and potassium
3) Consider lime for acidic soils with low calcium levels
4) Increase the amount of legumes in pastures as they are higher in calcium
5) Provide supplements:
e Loose lick of lime, Causmag and salt at a 1:1:1 ratio
e Causmag at 60g/head/day made into a slurry with water and poured over hay

e Epsom Salts at 3g/L in trough water

Summary
When grazing lush crops and pastures:

e Transition to new feed gradually over two weeks
e Provide a good fibre source
e  Supplement with calcium, magnesium, and salt

e Ensure animal health practices such as pulpy kidney vaccination and worm control are up to date
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Disclaimer: The advice provided is to the best of my knowledge and is based on information which | understand to be up-to-date and
accurate. The way you use and the purpose to which you put any products or services referred to in this recommendation are matters
beyond my control. In some cases, the information | provide may be in summary form and/or derived from information sourced from third
parties. In all such cases you should carefully evaluate all available information before you commit to any course of action. In no
circumstances will | accept liability for any indirect, consequential or economic loss or damage arising from your acceptance of this
recommendation or your use of any information or service provided by me.
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