
 

     Notes 
Teagasc Notes for week ended Friday November 23rd  

 
A GUIDE TO MANAGING FORAGE CROPS 

Pressure on fodder stocks for the 2018/2019 winter has seen an increase in the area of forage crops 
such as Forage Rape or Hybrid Brassicas (Redstart or Gorilla) being sown this autumn. 
These are a useful source of feed and are even more so this year due to their ability to be used 
outside of the normal grazing season which was so significantly hampered by drought conditions. 
However, there are risks associated with these crops if animals were to gorge themselves in 
particular, bloat and nitrate poisoning. Consequently, there must be a plan of how to graze the crop in 
order to manage and maximise the return. 
When grazing forage crops animals will need; 

 To adapt animals gradually to brassica crops over at least one week.  This allows the rumen 
microbes to adapt to the new diet and reduces the risk of other problems including acidosis.  
Monitor animals closely during this adaptation period and remove poor performing animals 
from the field.   

 To have fresh breaks allocated daily.   

 Access to a roughage source is an absolute necessity. Silage / hay / straw need to make up 

1/3 of the total forage dry matter intake of animals.   

 Access to fresh water at all times 

 Access to good quality minerals that have high Iodine levels as brassica crops contain 

goitrogens that naturally reduce iodine uptake.  Boluses are preferable to bucket licks because 

the mineral intake is guaranteed using boluses.  The mineral mix in brassicas is best suited to 

young stock rather than cows.     

Along with the above the following is necessary for managing animals on brassicas; 

 Brassicas must be strip-grazed.  There should be a run-back area from the crop for stock. 

Crop breaks should be long and narrow rather than short and wide, so that livestock can have 

access to the fresh break daily and trampling is kept to a minimum.   

 Good secure fencing is important.  Ideally double fence the crop break. Why?  Reduce the risk 

of them breaking into the crop and gorging themselves on it.  It also makes it easier to move 

the fence daily.  Strong fence current is critical.   

 Care in frosty weather: If frost occurs during the feeding period, it is recommended to wait until 

the frost has thawed before allocating a new break.  Ideally moving the fencing at mid-day, 

particularly on frosty days.  Animals cannot graze frosted crops.    

 Avoid poaching the ground, particularly around round feeders. 

 
Preparing to Graze Forage Crops: 



 Unless you can accurately estimate crop yield, there will be some trial and error initially to find 

the correct area to allocate each day  

 For milking cows the inclusion of brassicas should not exceed 25% of the total dry matter 
intake.  There is a risk of milk taint above this level.  For late lactation animals this is 
approximately 3.5 kg DM or an allocation of 34 kg fresh.       
        

 Flowering crops can be toxic.  Aim to have the crop grazed by mid February at the latest to 
avoid problems with trying to graze flowering crops. 
 

How to estimate yield 
Estimating Crop Yield can be done using a 1m x 1m quadrat e.g. Crop weight in 1m2 = 3.5kg. DM% 
of forage crop ≈ 13% → 3.5kg x 10000m2 (1 hectare) x 13%DM = 4550 kg DM/ha 
2 hectares (5 acres) of forage crops at a yield of 4550kgDM/ha with 19 bales of silage (200kg 
DM/bale) will feed 25 weanlings for approximately 100 days.  
While stock will be out for the winter on these crops it should be noted that you are required to have 
the slurry storage capacity for all animals on the farm under the Nitrates Regulations.  
 

 
 
If you need further assistance, please contact your local Teagasc adviser.   
 
 

 


