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FALL GRAZING PLANS 

 

With dryland corn being harvested, it provides an early opportunity to graze corn stalk fields even 

when the stalks have not gone through a freeze. Cool season pasture grasses this time of year need 

relief and getting cows to stalks can provide that.  

 

Pasture grass goes through a lot of stress during grazing. As we approach winter, these plants 

need time to recover and to winterize. Even when plants begin growing back after last week’s 

rain, severe grazing now will weaken plants as they go into winter. Next spring they will green-up 

later, early growth will be slow, and they'll compete poorly with weeds. With native grasses the 

first part of September, the height of the grass when you leave the pasture is more important than 

the height of the grass when you came into the pasture.  

 

The best way to get some rest for these pastures is to place cows on harvested corn stalks. Early 

corn stalks, even if still green, usually have more protein and energy than late stalks so they can 

put some condition on your cows while also relieving your pastures. And after the growing season 

is completely over, you can graze any remaining growth on your pastures without causing much 

stress. 

 

Sorghum-related plants, like cane, sudangrass, shattercane, and milo, can be highly toxic for a few 

days after frost. Freezing breaks plant cell membranes. This breakage allows the chemicals that 

form prussic acid to mix together and release this poisonous compound rapidly. Livestock eating 

recently frozen sorghums can get a sudden, high dose of prussic acid and potentially die. 

Fortunately, prussic acid soon turns into a gas and disappears into the air. So wait 3 to 5 days after 

a freeze before grazing sorghums; the chance of poisoning then becomes much lower. 

 

Freezing also slows down metabolism in all plants. This stress sometimes permits nitrates to 

accumulate in plants that are still growing, especially grasses like oats, millet, and sudangrass. 

This build-up usually isn't hazardous to grazing animals, but green chop or hay cut right after a 

freeze can be more dangerous. 

 

Alfalfa reacts two ways to a hard freeze, down close to twenty degrees, cold enough to cause 

plants to wilt. Nitrate levels can increase, but rarely to hazardous levels. Freezing also makes 

alfalfa more likely to cause bloat for a few days after the frost. Then, several days later, after 

plants begin to wilt or grow again, alfalfa becomes less likely to cause bloat. So waiting to graze 

alfalfa until well after a hard freeze is a good, safer management practice. 

 

Frost causes important changes in forages but with management, you can have safe feed. 
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