
Farmers in FNQ typically experience an abundance of tropical pasture in February and March each year. The autumn, early winter 
feed gap on FNQ dairy farms is currently managed through the feeding of byproducts such as whole cottonseed meal, the use of 
stand-over tropical pastures, and the limited use of corn silage. During the 1990s, perennial tropical grasses were evaluated as a 
silage resource, however there was poor implementation of this practice due to their relatively poor nutritional content, spoilage 
due to weather events and other more cost-effective alternatives. Given the recent record supplement prices in FNQ, the local 
Subtropical Dairy Regional Group (FNQ RG) decided to revisit the feasibility of ensiling local tropical grasses, such as setaria, given 
the changed operating environment. 

The FNQ RG decided that the impact 
of the season on the yield and quality 
of setaria pasture under contemporary 
management practices was a good 
starting point to research. The two 
seasons selected were before the onset 
of the wet season (December), and during 
the wet season (March).

A trial site was established on 
Merragallen Road just outside of 
Malanda. During December 2019 and 
March 2020, setaria pasture was sampled 
over four ranges of leaf stages (2 to 7 
leaves per tiller), which was achieved by 
mowing swards to result in 10, 15, 20 and 
25-days regrowth. On the day of cutting, 
nine 0.25 m2 quadrats were cut for each 
stage of regrowth, wet weights were 

recorded and a subsample taken from 
cut pasture. Leaf counts were recorded 
from six randomly selected tillers within 
each quadrant. Subsamples were dried at 
Walkamin Research Station, then ground 
and sent away for analysis.

The highest energy level from setaria 
pasture cut in December 2019 was 8.8 
megajoules (MJ) metabolisable energy 
(ME) per kg dry matter (DM) (15 days 
regrowth). At this level of energy content, 
the value of this forage for ensiling 
for lactating cows is questionable. In 
comparison, metabolisable energy 
concentrations were above 10.0 MJ/kg 
DM from both 10 and 15-day regrowth 
herbage during March. These differences 
in energy content between seasons 

can be partially attributed to ambient 
temperature changes between these 
months. Further information regarding 
the nutrient content of these cuts versus 
maize silage and whole cottonseed are 
shown in Table 1. 

The high metabolizable energy content 
of setaria during March provides scope 
for further investigation regarding the 
feasibility of ensiling this forage. Further 
modelling regarding yields, particularly 
from the perspective of increasing soil 
nutrition, also requires additional work. 

A final report for this project will be 
available at the end of August and will be 
circulated to all FNQ RG group members 
at this time. 

Table 1. Key nutrition parameters and yield 
of 10 and 15-day setaria pasture regrowth 
during March versus maize silage and 
whole cottonseed. 

Analysis (dry matter (DM) basis) 10-day 
regrowth

15-day 
regrowth

Whole 
Cottonseed

Maize  
silage

Metabolisable Energy (MJ) 10.3 10.0 13.0 10.5

Neutral detergent fibre (NDF) % 52 56 54 43

Acid detergent fibre (ADF) % 24 26 40 25

Crude Protein % 27 24 23 8.5

Water Soluble Carbohydrates % 3 5 4 3

Yields tonnes DM/ha 0.5 1.1
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