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Tall fescue is the backbone of many pasture systems
across the U.S., and Alabama is no exception. In fact,
KY31 tall fescue is one of the most common forages in
Central and North Alabama. Producers rely on it because

it yields well, responds to nitrogen fertilizer, stands up to
grazing pressure, and sticks around even under tough condi-
tions. From a persistence standpoint, it’s hard to beat.

That said, KY31 isn’t perfect. The most widely planted type
of tall fescue contains an endophytic fungus that produces
toxic alkaloids. These compounds are responsible for what
we know as fescue toxicosis, a condition that can reduce
average daily gain, lower pregnancy rates, suppress milk
production, and make cattle more prone to heat stress. So,
while KY3 1 can be a solid base forage, managing it correctly
is key if you expect your cattle to perform.

Know When Fescue Is Working For You and When It
Isn’t

Tall fescue is a cool-season grass, meaning its main growth
happens in the fall and spring. During these cooler periods,
fescue is leafy, vegetative, and generally lower in toxic alka-
loids. That’s the time of year when cattle typically do their
best on fescue.
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Problems start to show up as temperatures rise and fescue
shifts into reproductive growth. Once seedheads begin to
emerge, usually late April or May, alkaloid concentrations
increase. Unfortunately, this also lines up with the hottest
months of the year, when cattle are already under heat
stress. Grazing KY31| hard during late spring and summer
often leads to poor animal performance and overgrazed
pastures that don’t recover well.

A good rule of thumb is to avoid grazing KY3 | during peak
summer (roughly June through August) if you can.This
allows the stand to rest during a low-growth period and
reduces cattle exposure to the highest toxin levels. Many
producers shift cattle to warm-season grasses, summer
annuals, or other forage options during this time and come
back to fescue in the fall when conditions improve.

Diluting the Problem with Clovers

Even when you manage grazing timing, toxins are still
present during fall and spring. One of the most practical and
cost-effective ways to reduce the impacts of fescue toxi-
cosis is to add clovers to the system. Interseeding legumes
into tall fescue pastures improves overall forage quality,
boosts animal performance, and helps dilute the amount of
toxic fescue cattle consume.
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White clover has long been a go-to option. It’s a perennial,
spreads by stolons, and tolerates close grazing. White clover
works especially well in rotationally grazed systems where
it can receive occasional rest. The added bonus is nitrogen
fixation, well-managed clover can significantly reduce the
need for nitrogen fertilizer.

Red clover has also gained attention in recent years, and for
good reason. Red clover is more upright and generally pro-
duces more forage than white clover, particularly in spring
and early summer. In Central and North Alabama, red clover
typically acts as a biennial, meaning it usually lasts two grow-
ing seasons. Some natural reseeding can occur, but most
stands will need to be reestablished every couple of years.

One big advantage of red clover is its tolerance to fescue
competition and its ability to establish with less intensive
management. Red clover also contains compounds called
isoflavones, which research suggests may help improve
blood flow and reduce some symptoms of fescue toxicosis
in cattle.While it’s not a silver bullet, many producers see
noticeable improvements in cattle comfort and performance
when red clover is part of the stand.

Tips for Interseeding Clover into KY3|

Interseeding clover doesn’t have to be complicated. Fall
seeding is the best option for most of Central and North
Alabama. Drilling or broadcasting clover in late summer or
early fall can work well, especially if soil moisture is ade-
quate. Keep grass competition low by grazing or clipping
fescue before planting and backing off nitrogen fertilizer,
which favors grass over legumes.

Frost-seeding in late winter (February is ideal) works well
in our most northern counties but requires a consistent
freeze/thaw cycle in the soil. Broadcasting seed onto short
or grazed-down fescue allows freeze—thaw cycles to help
pull seed into good soil contact.

Proper soil fertility is also critical. Clovers prefer a soil pH
of 6.0 or higher, and adequate phosphorus and potassium
levels are important for establishment and persistence. It is
important to note that prior herbicide use (e.g., Grazon-
Next and 2,4-D) can prevent clover growth for a year or
more. If clovers fail year after year, soil testing and previous
herbicide usage are usually the first places to look.

Don’t Forget About Hay and Supplement Choices
Another simple management tool is paying attention to
the forage source when feeding hay. Feeding hay harvested
from KY31 pastures, especially mature summer hay, can still
expose cattle to toxic alkaloids. If possible, use hay from
warm-season grasses, legumes, or novel endophyte fescue
during periods when cattle are most sensitive, such as late
gestation or peak summer heat.
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Supplementing cattle on KY31| with non-infected hay or
alternative forages helps dilute toxin intake and can improve
overall intake and performance.

Renovation: The Long-Term Solution

For some producers, the most effective solution is pasture
renovation using novel endophyte tall fescue varieties such
as Martin Il or Jesup MaxQ.These forages contain a “friend-
ly” endophyte that provides persistence similar to KY31
without the negative animal health effects.

Renovation isn’t quick or cheap. It requires careful planning,
good weed control, and often a full year of transition. How-
ever, long-term research from across the Southeast shows
that cattle grazing novel endophyte fescue outperform
those on KY3| by a wide margin. Studies have reported
significantly higher weight gains in stocker cattle and major
improvements in pregnancy rates for cows and heifers.
Some producers consider endophyte-free fescue as a cheap-
er option, but these stands often lack long-term persistence,
especially under grazing pressure in the South. In many cas-
es, novel endophyte fescue offers the best balance between
stand longevity and animal performance.

Putting It All Together

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to managing KY31 tall
fescue.The best system depends on your operation, forage
base, and resources. However, smart grazing management,
strategic use of clovers and thoughtful supplementation can
go a long way toward reducing the downsides of KY31.

Whether you’re managing what you already have or plan-
ning a long-term renovation, the key is to be intentional. Tall
fescue can work for you, but only if you work with it instead
of against it.

For more information on managing tall fescue, clover inter-
seeding, or other forage questions, contact the ANSC—For-
age Extension Team at alabamaforages@aces.edu.

This article is fumished 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.bamabeef.org.
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