
Image 1 Cows can achieve high levels of pasture intake only when 
grazing the top leafy stratum of pastures. Pasture intake decreases if 
cows are forced to graze the bottom stems of pastures.
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Figure 1 The effect of leaf stage and residue height on the growth 
rate of the top leafy stratum (TLS) and the bottom stemmy stratum 
(BSS) of Kikuyu pastures 7 Jan -14 Apr 2019.

Dr Marcelo Benvenutti
Senior Scientist (Agronomy), Queensland 
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Maximizing leaf growth 
in kikuyu pastures

A plot trial (Image 2) was conducted at 
Gatton Research Dairy from January until 
April 2019 to assess the effect of leaf 
stage (3 and 4 leaf stage) and cutting 
height of the stem residue (5, 10, 15 and 
20 cm) on leaf and stem growth of kikuyu 
pastures.

The full season growth rate of the 
TLS, BSS and total pasture is shown 
in Figure 1. The growth rate of the TLS 
increased with residue height, but it was 
not affected by leaf stage. The greatest 
increase in growth rate of the TLS 
occurred when residue height increased 
from 5 to 10 cm for both leaf stages. 
Total growth rate increased with both 
leaf stage and residue height. However, 
the greater total growth rate at the 4-leaf 
stage treatments was due to the greater 
proportion of the stems being harvested.

Residue accumulation of up to 10 to 15 
cm of stems at the 3-leaf stage in kikuyu 
pasture resulted in good growth of the top 
leafy stratum and a minimal proportion 
of stems. Greater stem accumulation 
(20 cm) resulted in a marginal increase 
of leaf growth and weaker taller plants 
that may be prone to trampling. Grazing 
the pasture at the 4-leaf stage does 
not improve leaf growth but resulted 
in a greater proportion of stems being 
harvested. 

Cows can achieve high levels of pasture intake only when grazing 
the top leafy stratum (TLS) of pastures (Image 1). Pasture intake 
decreases if cows are forced to graze the bottom stemmy stratum 
(BSS) of pastures. Improving leaf growth will then increase pasture 
utilisation and margin over feed cost.
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Image 2 Plot trial conducted at Gatton Research Dairy from January until April 2019
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