Pasture and Hayfield Renovation Make Good Economic Sense
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Renovating pastures and hayfields to renew grass productivity is one of the most important things we can do to improve the 7 million acres that serve animal-based agriculture in Kentucky.


Pasture renovation is a win-win situation because it decreases production costs and increases animal performance. 


Farmers benefit from increases in yield, quality and summer production by establishing legumes in grass pastures and hayfields, according to more than 35 years’ research by the University of Kentucky’s College of Agriculture. 


Adding legumes increases the total forage yield per acre.  One study showed that using red clover to renovate a fescue pasture produced higher yields than using the equivalent of 180 pounds of nitrogen per acre.  Introducing clovers into grass pastures often extends the grazing season, compared to grass alone.


A grass-legume mixture improves forage quality in such areas as increased palatability, intake, digestibility and nutrient intake.


Legumes produce more summer growth than cool-season grasses.  So adding legumes produces forages during a slack growth period for cool season perennial grasses like fescue.


Inoculated seed fix nitrogen in the soil, providing a valuable nutrient for grasses and legumes.  Legumes differ in their nitrogen fixation levels.  Alfalfa fixes the most nitrogen, 200 to 300 pounds an acre each year and annual lespedeza, 75 to 150 pounds.  This reduces nitrogen fertilizer expenses that typically account for 20 to 40 percent of the cost of producing forages from grasses.  Depending on the cost of nitrogen fertilizer, legumes can put from $18 to $100 worth of nitrogen into the soil.  This more than offsets the cost of renovation.


Offsetting livestock disorders caused by grasses is another benefit of using legumes to renovate grass pastures and hayfields.  For example, you can reduce toxicosis from endophyte-infected tall fescue by seeding clovers into pastures.   A recent survey showed that growing legumes with tall fescue was the primary strategy beef cow-calf producers used to cope with the tall fescue endophyte.  The presence of clovers in animal diets also helps reduce grass tetany.

 
The higher forage quality produced by renovating grass pastures and hayfields leads to improved animal performance. For example, clovers provide higher nutrition levels than grasses.  Thus, these legumes help combat poor nutrition as the primary limiting factor to livestock farm profitability.  Research shows that legumes improve animal growth rates, reproductive efficiency and milk production.  These factors have a positive effect on gross income.


When compared to grasses, clovers usually are higher in crude protein and digestibility; have higher mineral and vitamin levels, and are more rapidly digested.  The end result is better animal performance.


For more information on grass pasture renovation with legumes, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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