Planning Pastures for
Year-Round Forage in Alabama

Leanne Dillard, PhD, Associate Professor/Extension Specialist, Forage Systems, Auburn University

roviding high-quality forage twelve months of the year

does not happen by accident. In Alabama, successful
forage systems are built through intentional planning, timely
management, and a clear understanding of seasonal forage
growth. Bermudagrass, bahiagrass, and tall fescue form the
backbone of most perennial pasture systems across the
state, but even these dependable forages require manage-
ment to minimize forage gaps and reduce reliance on hay.

A year-long forage plan helps cattle producers align grazing
pressure, fertility, and planting decisions with forage growth
cycles.The following seasonal guide highlights what pro-
ducers should be doing throughout the year to maintain
productive, resilient pastures.

Late Winter (January—February): Evaluate and Prepare
Late winter is a planning season as much as a grazing
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season. Most warm-season perennial grasses are dormant,
while tall fescue may provide limited grazing, especially in
central Alabama. This is often when hay is fed to fill forage
gaps, but it is also a good time to evaluate how long that
gap lasts and how it might be shortened in future years.

Producers should assess pasture condition and identify thin
or heavily trafficked areas that may need rest or renovation.
Grazing dormant bermudagrass or bahiagrass too closely
can weaken stands going into spring, so maintaining ade-
quate residue is important.Winter feeding areas should

be rotated when possible to reduce soil compaction and
nutrient concentration.

This is also an ideal time to review soil test results taken in

the fall and plan spring fertility applications. Fertilizer prices
and availability can fluctuate, so early planning helps ensure
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nutrients are applied when forage growth begins.

Early Spring (March-April): Support Green-Up and Con-
trol Competition

As temperatures warm, bermudagrass and bahiagrass begin
to break dormancy, and tall fescue growth accelerates.This

is a critical window for spring fertilization. Nitrogen should
be applied to warm-season grasses once green-up begins
and the risk of frost has passed. Applying nitrogen too early
can waste nutrients, while delaying application slows forage
growth and grazing availability.

Pastures should be grazed lightly at first, allowing plants time
to rebuild root reserves. Rotational grazing is especially valu-
able in spring, helping control grazing pressure while encour-
aging uniform growth.

Early spring is also an important time for weed management.
Controlling winter annual weeds before seed production
reduces competition and improves forage quality. Scout
pastures regularly and apply herbicides according to forage
species and label restrictions.

Late Spring to Early Summer (May-June): Match Graz-
ing to Rapid Growth

This is peak growth season for bermudagrass and bahiagrass
across most of Alabama. Forage production can outpace
grazing demand quickly, making stocking rate adjustments
and rotational grazing essential. Allowing pastures to become
overmature reduces forage quality and utilization.

Producers should consider harvesting excess forage as

hay or baleage during this period, not as a primary feeding
strategy but as insurance for later forage shortages. Cutting
at the proper stage preserves quality and protects stand
persistence.

Nitrogen applications may be split to support sustained
growth throughout the summer, especially in bermudagrass
systems managed for high productivity. Monitor soil moisture
closely, as drought stress can develop quickly once summer
heat sets in.

Mid to Late Summer (July—August): Protect Stands and
Plan Ahead

Summer is often the most challenging grazing season, partic-
ularly during dry periods. Bermudagrass and bahiagrass are
drought tolerant, but overgrazing during stress can cause
long-term stand damage. Maintaining proper grazing heights
and allowing adequate rest periods is critical.

If rainfall is limited, stocking rates may need to be reduced
temporarily to protect pasture health. Supplemental feeding
should be used strategically rather than continuously grazing
stressed pastures.

Late summer is also when producers should begin planning
for fall forage. Ordering seed, evaluating equipment, and
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scheduling soil sampling all help ensure fall establishment
goes smoothly.

Early Fall (September-October): Set Up Winter Grazing
Fall is one of the most important management windows of
the year. Soil sampling should be conducted now so lime and
phosphorus or potassium can be applied ahead of winter and
spring growth. Correcting soil pH takes time, and fall applica-
tions allow lime to react before peak forage demand.

Tall fescue pastures benefit from nitrogen fertilization in
early fall to promote fall growth and support stockpiling.
Stockpiled fescue can significantly reduce winter feeding
costs when managed properly.

Annual forages such as ryegrass or small grains may be
planted to complement perennial systems and extend graz-
ing into late fall and winter. These forages are most effective
when used strategically to fill known forage gaps rather than
replacing perennial pastures.

Late Fall to Early Winter (November-December): Man-
age Stockpiled Forage

As temperatures cool, forage growth slows, but well-man-
aged stockpiled tall fescue can provide high-quality grazing
into winter. Strip grazing or rotational access helps reduce
waste and maintain forage quality.

Warm-season grasses enter dormancy, and grazing pressure
on these pastures should be minimized to protect crowns
and root reserves. Hay feeding may be necessary, but careful
allocation and pasture rotation can reduce damage to sod.
Late fall is also a good time to reflect on the year’s forage
performance. ldentifying when and why forage gaps occurred
provides valuable insight for refining next year’s plan.

Bringing It All Together

Year-round forage production in Alabama relies on matching
management to seasonal forage growth. Bermudagrass, ba-
hiagrass, and tall fescue provide a strong foundation, but their
productivity depends on timely fertility, thoughtful grazing
management, and proactive planning.

By viewing pasture management as a year-long process
rather than a series of short-term decisions, cattle produc-
ers can reduce hay dependence, improve forage utilization,
and support consistent animal performance.The goal is not
to eliminate forage gaps entirely, but to anticipate them, and
manage pastures in ways that keep those gaps short and
manageable. For assistance with any forage needs, please
contact your local Animal Science and Forage Extension
Agent. Their information can be found at the ACES website
(www.aces.edu).

This article is furnished as a producer-directed goal of the Alabama State
Checkoff. For more information on how beef checkoff dollars are working
for you, contact the Alabama Cattlemen’s Association at 334-265-1867 or
visit our website at www.bamabeeforg.
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