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A basic questionfacing alivestock producer ishow close plants can be safely grazed or mowed and still produce
maximum forage over an extended period. Thisquestioniscomplicated by varying climatic conditions, growth
habitsof different plants, and livestock preferencesfor different plants. Thetimeof year and age of the plant when
leaf removal occursalso affectsplant growth.

Thel eaf Growth Miracle

Plants manufacturetheir food in theleavesthrough the use of solar energy. Thisisone of the great miracles of
nature. However, some peoplestill wrongfully assume plants producefood in their roots. True, plantspull water
and mineralsfromthe soil, but thefood factory islocated above ground in theleaves and green stems. Mineras
from the soil make up about 5 percent of the solid material in plant roots, stems, and leaves. Carbon, hydrogen,
and oxygen from the air and water intake up most of the other 95 percent.

Theleavestakein carbon dioxidegasfromtheair throughtiny pores. Using solar energy, theleavesrecombinethe
carbon with oxygen and hydrogen to make sugars and starches. The sugarsthen combinewith € ementsfrom soil
to makefibers, proteins, plant dils, and fats. The plant usesthese sugars, starches, proteins, oils, and fatsto grow
and reproduce.

Theability of perennia grassesand legumesto recover quickly after grazing or mowing makesthese plantsextremey
valuablefor forage production and soil protection. Removing too many leaveswill retard forage productionand
damagetheplant’sroot system. The plant will eventualy dieif overharvest of theleavescontinues.

L eaf Removal and Growth

Root growthisclosely related to forage production. Plantsmaintain their maximum root vigor and growthwhenno
more than 50-60 percent of their leavesare removed by grazing or mowing during asingle harvest interval. The
plantsthen need aninterval of rest to send out the new leaves and stemswhich reestablish the“food factory”.
Depending on thetime of theyear, thisrest interval variesfrom 3-6 weeks.

Inal grasses, theamount of leaf volumeremoved hasadirect effect onthe growth of new roots. Rootsarethevita
supply lines of moisture and mineralsto theleaves. Perennia grass plants storefood in theroots after seasonal
growth. They usethesereservesto subsist while dormant, to makethefirst new growth the next spring, and to
restart new growth after green leavesand stemsaretoo closely grazed at any time during the growing season.
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In each growing and harvest cycle, agrassplant producestwicethe volumeof leavesthat it needsto completeits
growth and remain healthy and productive. Generally, when up to 60 percent of theplant isgrazed duringasingle
harvest interval, root growth continues unimpaired. When 70 to 90 percent of the plant isremoved, from50to 100
percent of theroot growth istemporarily stopped.

Other Growth Factors

Other factorsinfluence plant growth. Proper or light grazing useisusualy more beneficial to plantsthan several
yearsof non-use. Heavy plant residue depresses growth of many grasses.

GrowingPointsof Grasses

All plants have growing pointswhere new cellsare developed. There aretwo typesof growth form. * Jointed”
grassesarethoseinwhich thegrowing pointsarelocated just abovethelast completed jointsof each stem. Early
inthe season, thegrowing pointsare situated at the base of the plant. Asthe season progresses, thejointselongate
and push upward to produce aseed stalk. At thistime, the growing point iselevated and in avulnerable position.
Removal of the point by grazing or mowing forcesthe plant to pausein itsgrowth to send up new leavesfromits
base, just aswhenit startsgrowth inthe spring. Thiscausesadditiona drain on root reservesand can weakenthe
plant. Examplesof jointed grassesaretimothy and smooth brome.

In*“non-jointed” grasses, the growing pointsaways stay near the base of the plant. If aproper stubble height
(generdly 3-4") ismaintained when grazing or mowing, theleaveswill continueto e ongatefrom the base, providing
continuous growth. Examples of non-jointed grassesare orchardgrassand ryegrass.

Whereto Get Help

For moreinformation on pasture plants and management, contact thelocal office of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’'s Soil Conservation Service. SCS personnel providetechnical assstancetolandownersand operators
through loca conservationdidtricts.

All SCS programs and services are offered on a non-discriminatory basis without regard to race, color,
national origin, religion, sex, age, marital status, or handicap.
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