
 
 

Grazing New Pasture and Lucerne growth; Cereal and Canola Crops 

  

MAXIMISING THE GRAZING BENEFIT  

Fresh pasture, lucerne, grazing canola and cereal crops contain reasonable levels of energy & protein 

for sheep & cattle. They do, however, present some significant risks to the health and potential 

performance of animals grazing them. Those risks include problems like pulpy kidney, but also 

nitrate toxicity, staggers, scours, bloat, PEM, Photosensitisation & grass tetany, all of which in one 

way or another, are caused by poor nutrient balance in the plants - a problem often made worse by 

moisture stress.  

  

The main challenges to grazing animals - Nitrogen, Nitrates & Nitrites  

Such feeds tend to have high concentrations of Non Protein Nitrogen (NPN), including compounds 

like ammonia, nitrates & nitrites. Like most plants, the concentrations of Non Protein Nitrogen (NPN) 

in brassica particularly increases substantially under moisture or frost stress. Nitrites are highly toxic. 

Their effect is to significantly reduce the oxygen carrying capacity of red blood cells. In some cases 

this problem becomes so severe that it causes animals to effectively suffocate to death. And, even at 

non-lethal levels can place significant pressure on the respiratory system causing reduced immunity 

and loss of production. Increased NPN levels in plants also mean elevated ammonia concentrations 

in both the Rumen and bloodstream of the animals grazing them. In sheep & cattle excess ammonia 

significantly reduces the pool of energy available for growth. It also interferes with those liver 

processing systems that are key to delivering large amounts of high quality energy to Cells  

  

Scours, PEM, & Grass Tetany  

Apart from high dietary NPN's, fresh pasture or crop often contains relatively high amounts of 

Potassium. They also tend to be quite deficient in those rapidly fermentable carbohydrates required 

to drive optimum rumen fermentation. This combination of factors often leads to Magnesium 

deficiency, markedly increasing the risks of grass tetany and bloat. Canola and brassicas are often 

high in sulphur and that (coupled with low copper) can contribute to the development of scours. 

High NPN’s are also associated with the development of scours on green feeds. High sulphur levels 

can induce a deficiency of certain B group Vitamins. Polioencephalomalacia (or P.E.M.) is a disease 

caused by a B group Vitamin deficiency. So, when grazing Canola keep a close eye out for symptoms 

of P.E.M including muscle twitching, a high-stepping gait, blindness and head pressing, lying down, 

seizures, leg paddling and drawing the head back stiffly so it is pressed against the spine.  

  

Photosensitisation  

 Canola and brassicas particularly can also cause grazing animals to develop sunburn like symptoms 

on the face, ears and udder. This problem results from damage to the Liver allowing waste 

compounds to build up in the bloodstream, eventually causing the skin to become much more 

sensitive to sunlight. Keep a close eye out for signs like reddened or "sunburnt" ears, swollen eyes, 

Dermatitis / peeling skin and avoidance of sunlight. The key to minimising the risk of 

Photosensitisation is to ensure healthy rumen fermentation and liver function are maintained.   



 
 

Beating the challenges for safer and more profitable grazing  

Start by using the natural ability of Rumen microbes to “trap” NPN’s and other toxins before they 

reach concentrations high enough to cause problems in animals. To do that, animals must have 

continuous access to a rich source of rapidly fermentable carbohydrates whilst they’re grazing. 

Adding high potency sources of Magnesium and B Group Vitamins to the diet is also key to 

minimizing the risks to health and productivity caused by the challenges from Potassium, NPN’s, 

Sulphur and other toxins present in lush pasture and crops.  

  

A simple recipe for success  

1. Avoid putting hungry, empty, stressed, yarded or transported stock on to moisture stressed crops. 

Use a bit of hay or roughage (if you have it) for 3-5 days prior to introduction on to crop to help 

mitigate the effects of any abrupt dietary changes.  2. Consider the use of cereal grain plus Converter 

40 pellets at 4% before, during and after transitioning on to the crop. This is probably the best thing 

you can do. 3. Consider A.I.M Grazemax Ultra powder lick. It’s unique combination of rapidly 

fermentable carbohydrates, Magnesium, B group Vitamins and more will be critical to delivering a 

trouble free and productive outcome from grazing crops. Use 20 g/hd/day for sheep and 100 

g/hd/day for cattle. You can put 2 days out at a time. Don’t provide add-lib. 4. Imprint animals on to 

Grazemax Ultra well in advance of introducing them to the feed. Ideally treatment with the lick 

should begin at least 7-10 days prior to introduction to crop to ensure animals have reached full 

intake. Do not skimp on containers. 1x20 chemical drum is enough for about 25 sheep. Consider long 

lengths of top-hat pirlon, pipe, guttering, Csection, tyres etc. the lick is water resistant. 5. Make sure 

animals are tested for worms and fluke, drenched if necessary and treated with Clostridial Vaccine, 

B12 & ADE at least 14 days prior to induction onto the forage.  

  

PLAN - ALWAYS TRY TO THINK AND ACT 2 WEEKS IN ADVANCE OF A MAJOR TRANSITION.  

  

Kind Regards,  

 Matthew Hallam Livestock Production Specialist – Landmark 

For more information please contact your local Nutrien Ag Solutions branch. 

 

Our advice has been prepared in reliance upon information provided by you and other external 

sources and we do not accept any liability arising from the accuracy of that information.  Our advice 

assumes that all environmental conditions will remain within average ranges and makes no 

allowance for adverse weather patterns and events or pest infestation.  You acknowledge and agree 

that (i) we make no representations with respect to any future matters, including the outcome or 

performance of your crops, pastures or animal; (ii) we shall not be liable for any loss or damage 

however caused arising from our advice; (iii) you release us from any claims arising from the 

provision of our advice; and (iv) any implied condition, warranty or guarantee that would otherwise 

apply to our advice is excluded to the fullest extent permitted by law.  Where our liability cannot be 

excluded, it is limited at our option to supplying the relevant services again, or paying the cost of that 

supply. 


