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Findings

» Cowsgrazing pasturesinterseeded with Georgia
5tall fescue before and during the breeding
season had lower pregnancy ratesthan cows
grazing pasturesoverseeded with ryegrassor fed
hay.

» Therewasno differencein pregnancy rates
between cowsgrazing ryegrassor thosefed hay
and a 20% protein supplement.

» Treatmentsdid not affect calf performance.

Introduction

Beef producers often face ashortage of forage
during thewinter in Louisiana. Bermudagrassand
bahiagrasstypically greenupinlate March and will
produce someforageinto November inthe area
around Rosepine. Thisleavesapotential for ashort-
age of foragefor about four months each year. Most
producersovercomethisshortage by harvesting hay
during the spring and summer and feeding it during
thewinter. Many producers also plant annual ryegrass
for grazing in late winter and spring.

Ryegrass production requires planting each year,
whereas Georgia5 tall fescueisaperennial cool-
season forage that has been shown to survivethe
summersin Louisianaand should provideforage at a
similar timeto annual ryegrass. Sinceitisaperen-
nial, the need for annual planting of acool-season
grasswould beeliminated. A negative aspect of the
Georgia5tall fescuevariety isthat it isendophyte
infected. Research in other stateshasindicated a
decrease in performance of beef cattle that graze the
endophyte-infected fescue.

The objective of thisexperiment wasto compare
performance of mature cowsand their calvesgrazing
bermudagrass/bahi agrass pasturesthat had endo-
phyte-infected Georgia5 tall fescue established in the
sod, grazing similar bermudagrass/bahiagrass pas-
turesthat were over seeded each year with ryegrass,
or grazing bermudagrass/bahiagrass pastures and
receiving hay.
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Experimental Approach
There weretwo replicates of each of thethree
treatmentsor atotal of six pastures. Each replicate
pasture was 20 acresthat had been subdivided into
four 5-acre paddocks. The study was conducted for
two years. Eighteen mature beef cowsweregrazedin
each pasture. The 60-day breeding season began on
May 8, with thefirst cows calving about February 20.

Cowswere maintained on treatment pasturesyear
round. The cowswere rotated among the four pad-
docksat approximately weekly interval s depending
onforageavailability. Inthelatefall when forage
growth would not meet the demands of grazing, each
group of cowswas confined in one of thefour pad-
docksand fed hay until calving. Asthey calved, cows
onthefescueand ryegrasstreatmentswere moved to
grass. Cows on the hay treatment were moved to
another paddock and received hay plusa20% crude
protein supplement until summer grasswas available.

Results and Discussion

Therewasno differencein cow weightsbefore
calving (February) or at the start of the breeding
season (April); however, cowsgrazing ryegrasswere
heavier at the end of the breeding (July) season than
cowsgrazing fescue or cowsthat werefed hay (Table
1). Cowsgrazing ryegrass gained 37 pounds during
this period compared to 5 to 10 pounds for cowson
the other treatments. There was no difference among
treatmentsin body weightsin September or at wean-
ing.

All cowslost weight between February and April
(Table1). Thiswould be expected, and most of the
weight losswould be accounted for by the weight of
thecalf. The cowson thefescue and hay treatments
gained littleweight from April to September. In
contrast, the cows grazing ryegrass gained weight
from April to July, then lost weight from July to
September. All groups|ost weight from September to
October.

Cowsfed hay after calving had lower condition
scoresthan cows grazing either ryegrass or fescuein
April (Table2). InJuly, cowsgrazing ryegrass had
higher condition scoresthan cows grazing fescue or
those fed hay after calving, indicating that cows
grazing fescuelost condition during this period.
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Therewaslittle changein condition score among
treatments after July. Although there weretreatment
differencesin condition score, scores averaged at or
above5 at all times, which ishigh enough for satis-
factory performance of most beef cows.

Therewasno differencein calf performance due
to any of the grazing treatments (Table 3). Birth
weight of the calvesaveraged 86 to 88 pounds, and
weaning weights averaged from 465 to 485 pounds.

Cowsgrazing fescue had lower pregnancy rates
than either cowsgrazing ryegrassor cowsfed hay
(Table4). Fall pregnancy rate of cowsgrazing fescue
when averaged over both years was 64% compared
with 87% for cows grazing ryegrass and 90% with
cowsfed hay. Therewas not ayear by treatment
interaction, but therewasayear effect on pregnancy
rate. All treatment groupshad higher pregnancy rates
in 1997 compared with the sametreatment in 1998.
Themost logical explanation for thisdifferenceis
environmental temperature. Temperaturesfor 1998,
especially during the May and June breeding season,
were higher than normal; many of thedaily highs
matched or exceeded the 25-year record highsfor the
station.

The endophyte associated with infected fescue
produces atoxin that affects the metabolism of the
animal. One of the effects of thistoxinisadecrease
intheanimal’ sability to dissipate heat, resulting in
heat stress at lower temperatures than with cattle not
consuming thetoxin. Therealsoisachangeinthe
endocrine profile of animals grazing fescue.

Resultsfrom this study indicate that cows grazing
fescue before and during the breeding season have
lower conception rates than cows grazing ryegrass or
fed hay plusasupplement. Research in Tennessee has
indicated anegative effect of grazing endophyte-
infected fescue during the breeding season, and these
researchers have suggested that the cows be removed
from fescue during the breeding season.

In our study, the breeding season started May 8.
Bermudagrass and bahiagrasswere availablefor
grazing in addition to the fescue. Research has shown
that if other forage is available along with the endo-
phyte-infected fescue, cattle will consumeless of the
fescue, resulting inlower intake of thetoxin. The
cattleinthisstudy were probably not consuming
morethan 25% of their diet asfescue by late May, yet
therewasadecreasein reproduction. Thissuggests
that either thereisacarryover effect of thetoxin or
that because of the higher temperatures at the
Rosepine Research Station compared to the mid-
south, lesstoxinisrequired to affect reproduction.

Tablel1l. Weight (Ib) of cowsgrazing fescueor
ryegrassor consuminghay

Date Fescue Ryegrass Hay SE
February 1325 1307 1201 13
April 1221 1239 1206 15
July 12260 1276° 1217 13
September 1232 1261 1221 20
October 1195 1232 1215 18

STreatment meanswithin arow with different super-
scriptsare different (P <.05).

Table2. Condition scoreof cowsgrazing fescue or
ryegrassor consuminghay

Date Fescue Ryegrass Hay SE
February 58 56 55 0.2
April 572 5.8 500 01
July 5.4° 59 5220 01
September 5.4 5.7 522 01
October 54 5.6 52 0.1

®Treatment meanswithin arow with different super-
scriptsaredifferent (P<.05).

Table3. Weight (Ib) of calvesraised by cows
grazingfescueor ryegrassor fed hay

Date Fescue  Ryegrass  Hay SE
February 88 86 88 2
April 174 183 170 3
July 322 342 322 8
September 448 472 443 12
October 474 485 465 12

Table4. Fall pregnancy rates(%) of cowsgrazing
fescueor ryegrassor fed hay

Date Fescue Ryegrass Hay  SE
BothY ears 642 87 or 4
1997 722 o o 3
1998 56° 83 8% 5

@Treatment meanswithin arow with different super-
scriptsaredifferent (P <.05).
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