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Across Alabama, spring is when things finally start looking 
better. Pastures green up, cattle are grazing, and it feels 

like the nutrition side of the operation should get easier. But 
just when everything appears to be going right, small gaps, like 
mineral nutrition, can quietly start to work against us. Minerals 
are required in small amounts, but they influence nearly every-
thing we care about from a production standpoint, rebreed-
ing, milk production, calf vigor, immune function, and overall 
performance. When mineral status slips, we usually do not see 
a dramatic event. Instead, we see open cows, lighter calves, or 
animals that simply are not performing the way they should. By 
the time those issues become obvious, the deficiency has often 
been present for weeks.

Spring forage, especially cool-season annuals and rapidly grow-
ing pastures, create a unique set of challenges in our region. 
These forages are typically high in moisture and potassium and 
can be inconsistent in their supply of magnesium, calcium, and 
several important trace minerals. Even when pasture looks 
excellent from a grazing standpoint, that does not always mean 
the mineral profile is meeting the needs of our animals. One 
of the biggest concerns this time of year is grass tetany. This 
condition is tied to low magnesium intake or poor magnesium 
absorption and is most often seen when cattle move onto 
lush, fast-growing forages. High potassium and nitrogen levels 
in these pastures interfere with magnesium use in the rumen, 
effectively increasing the cow’s requirement at the same time 
intake may not keep up. Mature, heavy-milking cows in peak 
lactation are usually the highest-risk group because mineral de-
mand increases as milk production ramps up. Producers some-
times expect grass tetany to occur only in thin or stressed 
cattle, but that is not always the case. We often see it in cows 
that appear to be in good condition and grazing high-quality 
pasture. Early signs can be subtle and sometimes easy to miss, 
nervous behavior, muscle twitching, or even an unsteady gait, 
and by the time symptoms become obvious, treatment can 
be difficult. Prevention through a solid mineral program is far 
more effective than trying to respond after the fact. For most 
Alabama herds, spring is the time to move to a high-magne-
sium mineral. These products are designed to support cows 
grazing lush forage and help offset the antagonisms created by 
high potassium levels in pasture. One practical challenge is that 
high-magnesium mineral can be less palatable, so intake is not 
always automatic. Putting it out ahead of peak spring growth 
gives cattle time to adapt and helps ensure they are consuming 
enough when their requirement is highest. 

Magnesium tends to get the most attention in the spring, but 
it is not the only mineral that matters. Trace minerals such as 
copper, zinc, and selenium are frequently limiting in Southeast-
ern forage systems. Copper availability, in particular, is often re-
duced by interactions with sulfur and iron that are common in 
our soils and water sources. These trace minerals play critical 
roles in reproductive success, immune function, and calf health. 
When they are marginal, the impact is rarely dramatic, but 
it often shows up as poorer conception rates or calves that 
struggle early and, in this market, those misses can cost us.

Another point worth emphasizing is that trace mineral salt 
alone is not a complete mineral program. While it supplies so-
dium and small amounts of trace minerals, it does not provide 
the calcium and phosphorus needed to support reproduction, 
skeletal health, and milk production. A complete cattle mineral 
should deliver a balanced package of both macro and trace 
minerals that matches the production stage of your herd. For-
age management can also influence mineral status more than 
we sometimes realize. Heavy poultry litter use, for example, 
can shift phosphorus levels relative to calcium and magne-
sium. Fertility programs that drive rapid spring growth can 
unintentionally increase the risk of magnesium-related issues 
if the mineral program is not adjusted accordingly. This is one 
reason it makes sense to evaluate mineral programs seasonally 
rather than setting one out year-round and forgetting about it. 
From an economic standpoint, a good mineral program is one 
of the cheapest tools we have to protect herd performance. 
Compared to the cost of an open cow or a lost calf, the in-
vestment in a quality mineral is small. Yet it is often one of the 
first inputs trimmed when budgets get tight, even though the 
long-term cost of deficiency is usually much higher than the 
short-term savings.

Spring grass can make it look like nutrition is taking care of 
itself, but minerals are where small gaps can turn into big prob-
lems. A consistent, well-formulated mineral program is one of 
the simplest ways to protect reproduction, calf performance, 
and overall herd productivity. When it comes to spring grazing, 
making minerals a priority now can save time, money, and 
frustration later. Make sure to reach out to our Livestock and 
Forage Extension Team with any questions you may have about 
your mineral program. 
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