
Image 1 Brachiaria Mulato II (A), Reclaimer Rhodes Grass (B) and Gatton Panic (C) plots at harvest in 
December 2020 at Gatton Research Dairy.

Assessment of tropical grasses 
for dairy production
Dr David Barber
Principal Scientist
Department of Agriculture and Fisheries, Queensland

Tropical grasses have the potential to 
produce a large amount of biomass over 
the summer period, however forage quality 
tends to be lower than desirable for dairy 
production systems. Management of 
forage quality in tropical grasses can be 
challenging due to the high growth rate 
over summer if water and nutrients are not 
limiting. There are ways to improve forage 
quality, such as using grazing management 
with the PUP (Proportion of Ungrazed 
Pasture) management strategy, which has 
seen an increase in forage quality along with 
improvements in dry matter yield, intake and 
margin over feed costs (MOFC) for kikuyu 
pastures. It is well known that kikuyu is the 
preferred tropical grass for dairy production 
but requires high rainfall or irrigation 
and fertiliser application to achieve the 
yields required for consistent grazing over 
summer. Kikuyu has a high proportion of 
leaf relative to stem which means that when 
a cow grazes the pasture, it is more likely 
to consume leaf which is higher in quality 
than the stem. An alternative to kikuyu is to 
consider different tropical pasture species 
that have a higher proportion of leaf to 
stem and therefore are more likely to have a 
higher quality when grazed or harvested.

The C4Milk team has been assessing 
three different tropical pasture species 
over the 2020/21 summer period for dry 
matter yield, leaf and stem proportion and 
forage quality. Gatton Panic, Reclaimer 
Rhodes grass and Brachiaria Mulato II were 
planted and established in large plots at 
Gatton Research Dairy in Autumn 2019 
under irrigation to assess their potential 
yield and quality over time and under a 
range of management strategies (Image 
1). Kikuyu (Whittet variety) and Setaria 
(Splenda variety) were also planted in plots 
for comparative purposes, however their 
establishment was compromised and 
below expectations and were therefore 
not included in the assessment over the 
2020/21 summer period. The Brachiaria 
Mulato II also had a low germination 
percentage (Table 1) when tested prior to 
planting, so a higher planting rate (67 kg/
ha) was applied to increase the chances of 
a good establishment occurring. The lower 
germination rate for the Brachiaria Mulato 
II could be due to the age of seed, as there 
was limited supply available.
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Species Germination %

Reclaimer Rhodes Grass 56.7

Whittet Kikuyu 49.3

Splenda Setaria 38.0

Gatton Panic 25.3

Brachiaria Mulato II 6.7

Table 1 Germination percentage for five tropical grass species.

Management of 
forage quality in 
tropical grasses can 
be challenging due to 
the high growth rate 
over summer if water 
and nutrients are not 
limiting.

The three pasture species evaluated 
over last summer were harvested every 
28-35 days between December 2020 and 
May 2021. Pasture cuts were taken at 
a height of 15 cm for the Gatton Panic 
and Reclaimer Rhodes grass and at 10 
cm for the Brachiaria Mulato II due to the 
growth habit of the different species. The 
Brachiaria species had a lower growth 
habit and stem height relative to the other 
two species. Gatton Panic had the highest 
harvested yield over the six month 
period totalling 20.7 t DM/ha, with the 
Reclaimer Rhodes Grass and Brachiaria 
Mulato II yielding 13.9 and 13.2 t DM/ha 
respectively (Figure 1). The proportion of 
leaf in the harvested forage was highest 

for the Brachiaria Mulato II, averaging 
76% across the summer period (Figure 2), 
which equates to 10.0 t DM/ha harvested 
as leaf. The Gatton Panic and Reclaimer 
Rhodes grass had lower harvested leaf 
yields of 9.9 and 7.9 t DM/ha respectively. 
The quality of the Brachiaria Mulato II is 
therefore likely to be higher due to the 
higher proportion of leaf. The quality 
analysis is currently being assessed and 
it will be interesting to see the relative 
difference in quality between leaf and 
stem within each species, but also the 
relative difference in leaf quality between 
species. It was noted at each harvest 
that the stems were much easier to 
cut for the Brachiaria Mulato II and the 

leaves tended to be a darker green colour 
relative to the other two species (Image 
1 – page 6), which will most likely be 
related to a lower fibre level in the stems 
and a higher crude protein concentration 
in the leaves. Given the leaf yield and 
potential quality benefits, Brachiaria 
Mulato II may be a potential tropical grass 
pasture option for both milk and dry stock 
in the future if seed quality, availability 
and supply improves. Further field trial 
work will be conducted to assess other 
Brachiaria varieties such as Mekong, for 
establishment, total forage and leaf yield 
and quality. 

25000

20000

15000

10000

5000

0

100%

90%

80%

70%

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%

 

15/12/2020 15/01/2021 17/02/2021 26/03/2021 06/05/2021 Total

 

 

 

 

 

15/12/2020 15/01/2021 17/02/2021 26/03/2021 06/05/2021 Total

 Reclaimer Rhodes Grass

 Gatton Panic

 Brachiaria Mulato II

 Reclaimer Rhodes Grass

 Gatton Panic

 Brachiaria Mulato II
Ha

rv
es

te
d 

Yi
el

d 
(k

g 
DM

/h
a)

Le
af

 P
ro

po
rti

on
 (%

DM
)

Figure 1 Harvested DM yield (kg 
DM/ha) for three tropical grass 
species over the 2020/21 summer.

Figure 2 The proportion of harvested leaf for three tropical grass species 
over the 2020/21 summer.
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