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The Root… “Keeping the Mums”

Let’s not keep mum about keeping your garden mums healthy and productive.  Your garden 
chrysanthemums have been done flowering for a while now, so you have the option of cutting them back or 
leaving them be for the winter.  Mums need some protection in our area, so if you do decide to cut back your 
mums, leave 2 to 3 inches of growth above the ground.  Then, give them a nice layer of mulch to help 
decrease their exposure to soil temperature drops.  Mums also require some water and shouldn’t be left to 
dry out during the winter.  If we experience multiple weeks without rain or snow, it’s a good idea to water 
them to keep them healthy.

The Chute… “Grazing Stalks”

I don’t know about you all, but didn’t it seem like harvest stole away the entire fall?  We were either picking 
for half a day at a time or waiting to get out there and pick.  Now that it’s finished or about to come to an end 
for most of us, it’s time to get the cows turned out on the stalks and let them put on some condition before 
they reach calving.  So, what should you be thinking about as you turn your cows out?

Calculating stocking rate or grazing days is probably not at the forefront of your mind when turning your cows 
out on stalks, but it’s definitely worth thinking about in the long haul.  For both milo and corn, cows will seek 
out any remaining grain left on the ground first.  Then, they’ll start consuming husks and leaves, followed by 
cobs and stalks.  Don’t force cows to start consuming cobs and stalks as the quality is extremely low and you 
probably want to leave sufficient cover on your field.  

In most situations, you can assume between 65 and 110 grazing days for crop residue in our area, but that’s 
an awfully large range.  To get a better estimate, you can simply use grain yield.  Research has shown that you 
can plan on about 16 pounds of husks and leaves on a dry matter basis for every bushel of corn you harvested.  
You’ll want to plan on utilizing only 50% though, as you’ll lose some due to trampling, fouling, and weather.  
For example, if your field had an average of 120 bushels per acre this year, you can assume you’ll have around 
1920 pounds of total dry matter in husks and leaves per acre.  That means your cows will have 960 pounds of 
dry matter available for consumption.  A 1200 pound cow consumes on average 842 pounds of forage dry 
matter per month, so one acre of your field can sustain a little more than one cow for a month.  If you want to 
skip the hand calculations, University of Nebraska Extension has a handy calculator available for download on 
their UNL Beef Website.

Deciding on a grazing strategy probably boils down to what works for your operation.  There are positives and 
negatives to both strip grazing and whole field grazing.  If you’re thinking about strip grazing, your cattle will 
have the opportunity to maintain a more even diet throughout the grazing period as opposed to grazing the 
entire field.  They will have grain to eat every time they’re moved into a new paddock, instead of eating all the 
grain at the beginning of grazing.  Because of this, research has shown gains on strip grazing are better than 
whole field grazing.  However, nutrient quality of residue decreases with time and weathering, particularly in 
leaves and husks.  Strip grazing can increase the risk of losing your most nutritious feed due to not grazing it in 
time.
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Supplementation is another topic that should enter your mind as you turn the cattle out on stalks. Data has 
shown that in most cases, dry, gestating cows when stocked as explained above can meet their needs and 
potentially gain .5 to 1 pound per day without supplementation when grazing corn stalks.  The same is largely 
true for grazing milo, however keep an eye on cow body condition, as some protein supplementation may be 
necessary.  If you’re grazing bred heifers or fall calving cows, you’ll need to supplement both protein and 
energy to meet their requirements and maintain condition.  When providing a protein supplement, make sure 
it comes from an all-natural protein source like alfalfa hay or distiller’s grains. 

Finally, health issues are probably the most important topic to consider before you turn your cows out in a 
field of stalks.  Notice how I stuck in that word “before”?  Scouting your fields for piles of grain or excessive 
grain drop can prevent a disaster from acidosis and founder issues.  For corn, an 8-inch ear contains 
approximately ½ pound of corn grain, so you would need 112 ears to get a bushel.  If you estimate that you 
have over 8-10 bushels of corn per acre, you’ll need to implement some type of grazing management strategy 
to prevent potential issues.  For milo, one head is about .12 pound of grain, so you would need 466 milo 
heads to equal 1 bushel.  If you’re approaching 10 bushels per acre on the ground, you should start worrying 
about founder or acidosis issues and make a plan to prevent it.  Though sorghum grain isn’t nearly as 
digestible as corn grain due to its hard, outer shell, it can still cause issues if consumed in large amounts.  

Poisoning and toxicity can also become an issue when grazing stalks.  Prussic acid poisoning is largely a 
concern with milo.  If you have some green, sucker growth, be sure to wait at least 7 days following a hard 
freeze before you graze due to prussic acid build up in the plant. Nitrate toxicity can also become an issue with 
corn, but because nitrates are accumulated in the lower portion of the stalk, we can usually get by without 
too much concern.

Whether your cows are already out on stalks or you’re just getting them ready to head there, give these topics 
a couple minutes of thought.  A few simple calculations and thinking ahead can put your cows in great body 
condition to calve and rebreed next year.  

Source: Grazing Crop Residues with Beef Cattle, UNL, EC278.
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