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In production agriculture, weeds are generally viewed negatively. One of the most 
common questions is usually, “What is this weed and how do I control it?” In 

forage production however, you may have noticed cattle grazing plants that we’ve 
often considered unacceptable. While cattle may graze some beneficial herbaceous 
plants, there are true weeds out there that can be detrimental to livestock produc-
tion. Therefore, it is important to understand some of the factors that affect forage 
quality and grazing potential. This is a brief attempt discuss those attributes and how 
forage quality of some common weeds compares to our improved forages.

Typically, we can use the maintenance requirements of a dry cow to establish a 
benchmark for forage quality parameters that are necessary for her and the rest 
of the herd to maintain proper body weight and condition. Therefore, forages that 
average 56% total digestible nutrients (TDN), around 11% crude protein (CP), and 
are palatable are considered adequate. Beef cattle obviously will perform better and 
more efficiently with supplements and by grazing forages that exceed these levels, 
but factors such as plant maturity and soil fertility have a large influence on quality.  

This table highlights common parameters like energy (TDN and IVDMD), crude 
protein, and common minerals (Ca and P) developed for improved forages. Quality 
parameters represent plants from early vegetative through early reproductive stage 
of growth, on average. Table modified from Bosworth et.al, (1980), (1985), and Mar-
ten & Andersen (1975).
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Forage Quality of Common Weeds

While these forage quality parameters 
may look promising for some weed 
species, this does not take into account 
palatability. There are currently no sys-
tematic metrics for palatability; instead, 
palatability is determined by observa-
tions of herd preference. Most all thistle 
species are considered a weed in pro-
duction agriculture, so it may come as 
a surprise to know that they generally 
range between 10-18% in crude protein. 
The obvious reason that most are left 
uneaten in cattle pastures is that palat-
ability is likely the limiting factor. 

Furthermore, if we only consider these 
quality and palatability measures, we 
ignore the potential toxic properties of 
some weed species. For cattle, differ-
entiating between “good” vs. “bad” 
plants may be a learned behavior, so 
young cattle or those moved to a new 
area are at a higher risk of toxic plant 
ingestion. For example, biomedical and 
pharmacology sources cite the benefits 
of perilla mint for human use, stating 
that “the entire plant of Perilla is very 
useful and nutritious as it contains fat, 
protein, vitamins, minerals, and phyto-
chemicals,” (Dhyani et.al, 2019). Leaves 
and seed of perilla mint average 6% 
and 20-25% crude protein, respective-
ly. However, cattle producers should 
know that perilla mint is one of the 
most acutely toxic plants to grazing 
livestock and there are records of 
cattle deaths within 48 hours following 
consumption. 

Forage quality, palatability, and potential 
toxicity can also change throughout 
the growing season and across stages 
of plant maturity. We know from grass 
hay production, that harvests need to 
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occur at a certain frequency to capture 
plants prior to the reproductive stage 
to maximize quality. For example, a 
second hay cutting in June might contain 
numerous weed species and still retain 
high forage quality because of the young 
vegetative and highly palatable dry mat-
ter content. That same field harvested 
in early fall may consequently yield very 
poor forage quality and include an ad-
ditional risk of toxic properties despite 
any added fertility, simply because of the 
increased plant maturity. 

In conclusion, not all “weeds” are 
necessarily bad in regard to measur-
able forage quality. We recognize the 
producers who may not have access to 
weed management equipment, but still 
manage a successful cattle operation. 
After all, a weed, by definition is a plant 
out of place and this can be highly sub-
jective. Be aware of your cattle and the 
plants they’re grazing. Their performance 
will be directly related to their diet, 
which may include a few non-traditional 
species.

SIMANGUS MADE FOR THE SOUTH

SATURDAY, DECEMBER 2, 2023
1:00 PM CST • WAVERLY, AL

75+ SIMANGUS & SIMMENTAL BULLS & FEMALES
LARGE OFFERING OF 18-MONTH-OLD BULLS & YEARLING BULLS

Sale Managed by Ruble Cattle Services
Jeremie Ruble | 406-581-7940
rublecattleservices@gmail.com
www.rublecattleservices.com

SALE PARTNERS. 
Cato Farm, Philip Cato, 678-687-5421
Rolling Hills Cattle, Sam Russell, 334-301-0922
Lonesome Pine Farm, Terry Bowen, 334-235-1275
Salley Simmental, Billy Salley, 662-341-2847

Four Daughters Farm, Andrew S Lovelady, 334-782-6135
Heishman Cattle Company, Allen Heishman, 540-335-1174
Brown Farms SimAngus, Adam Brown, 205-292-6704
Dowdell Cattle Company, James Dowdell, 334-707-4750

BULL SALE VIDEOS AND ONLINE BIDDING
AVAILABLE ON

REQUEST YOUR CATALOG TODAY!
www.rublecattleservices.com

HE SELLS!


