
Fertilizing Fescue Requires A Good
Understanding Of The Role Played By
Lime, Nitrogen And Phosphorus

LAMAR, MO.

L ime, nitrogen and phosphorus are three key
ingredients in increasing the yield of a pas-
ture for haying or grazing. However, it is

good to understand aspects of a fertilization
program in order to have the best impact on a
fescue field according to Jill Scheidt, agronomy
specialist with University of Missouri Extension.

A soil test should be the first step taken in
order to determine nutrient needs of the pasture
and to help manage overall costs.

Liming is the second step in the fertilizing
process.

“Lime must be applied in order to make other
nutrients available to the plants for uptake; this
is especially important if legumes are in the
field, as clovers need phosphorus available for
increased persistence,” said Scheidt.

A pH of 6.0 to 6.5 is desired, especially for
clover establishment and maintenance. Lime
should be applied at least 6 months before it is
needed; it takes 6 months for 80 percent of ap-
plied lime to be broken down and 9 months to
completely break down lime.

“When fertility levels are optimal for fescue
and clovers, it reduces competition for weeds
because the desired plants are able to thrive in
their most ideal conditions. Weeds thrive in con-
ditions that are not optimal for desired plants. If
desired plants are unable to establish and out-
compete weeds, weeds will overtake areas in
pastures where desired plant stands are thin,”
said Scheidt.

If legumes are present in the field and make
up at least 20-30 percentage of the desirable
plant stand, less nitrogen will be needed, as
legumes aid in nitrogen fixation. Legumes need
at least 30 pounds/acre of phosphorus to per-
sist in pastures.

Legumes improve the quality of forage, partic-
ularly in endophyte-infected tall fescue pas-
tures.

“The best solution to offsetting the negative ef-
fects of fescue toxicosis is by planting new pas-
tures to novel endophyte fescue varieties mixed
with legumes. Legumes can eliminate spring ni-
trogen applications reducing fertilizer nitrogen
need up to 100 pounds/ acre,” said Scheidt.

If nitrogen is applied at too high a rate, over

100 pounds/ year, in a legume/fescue mixed
pasture, the legume population will be reduced.

Determining the actual percentage of legumes
present in a pasture by visual estimates can be
difficult.

“There is good rule to use for visually deter-
mining the percent of yield from the legume
component in a pasture. Estimate the percent-
age of canopy cover as legume, when the pas-
ture canopy is six to eight inches tall and then
divide by two to get the approximate season-
long dry matter contribution from the legume,”
said Scheidt.

For example, if the canopy of white clover in a
pasture is estimated to be approximately 30
percentage then the percent legume as dry mat-
ter in that pasture would be about 15 percent-
age. Obviously, a high percentage of canopy
cover from the legume is necessary to provide
all the advantages attributed to grass-legume
mixtures.

Split applications of nitrogen in the fall and
spring help make the growing season more uni-
form by increasing productivity during less pro-
ductive times of the season. Optimum
application window for fall nitrogen in fescue
pastures starts around August 1 and response
to fall-applied nitrogen decreases incrementally
after September 1.

March is probably still the ideal time for ni-
trogen application to grass, especially hay. Pas-
tures may benefit from delaying application into
April or even May in order to push the grazing
period farther into the summer.

Spring fertilization encourages summer
growth during low rainfall periods that occur
during the summer.

Two split applications equaling 100-120
pounds of nitrogen per acre per year can be ap-
plied to fescue-only pastures. A fescue-legume
mix pasture with less than 20 percentage
legumes should have two split applications
equaling 60-80 pounds of nitrogen per acre per
year.

“If there are 20-30 percentage legumes pres-
ent in a fescue-legume mix pasture only one fall
application should be applied in the amount of
50 pounds of nitrogen per acre,” said Scheidt. ∆


