Winter’s Effects on Pasture Grasses

 
Winterkill
 
The previous three winters have been great for overwintering of perennial plants. This winter was a little different. There has been some loss of pasture grasses, particularly perennial ryegrass not only in Wisconsin, but throughout the northern states. Late falls and early springs with little in the way of clod temperatures do not challenge plants like an “old fashion” winter might. This past winter was more typical and indeed some ryegrass stands were thinned if not out-right killed. 

 
There has been tremendous interest in ryegrass in recent years due in part to its importance in New Zealand, and in part to availability of newer varieties. These newer varieties claim increased winter hardiness over older varieties which had little cold temperature tolerance.  Many individuals are planting perennial ryegrass/ white clover stands in which ryegrass is the only grass. These two species do work well together as they both tolerate close, frequent grazing and provide very high quality forage. The potential danger is winterkill. If the ryegrass is killed, it would leave behind a pure white clover stand which would have low productivity and high bloat potential. 

 
We have never recommended growing ryegrass as the primary grass in a pasture mix unless it is an Italian type, which will only be grown for a single season. Otherwise, plant perennial ryegrass as a part of a mixture with other grasses and legumes to provide rapid early growth and increased forage quality. 
 
Snow Mold
 
Another winter related problem being reported around the state is snow mold on grasses. While normally thought of as a disease of lawn grasses, it is showing up in isolated areas of pastures around the state. Snow mold is a highly visible disease in which leaves are dead, bleached and matted. Bleached areas can range from several inches to several feet across. In most cases, leaves of infected plants are killed but crowns and roots usually survive. As conditions dry out, snow mold will gradually disappear, but infested areas may remain as weak or even dead plants. Snow mold incidence is promoted by leaving excessive vegetation in fall, excessive thatch, excessive shade, poor drainage and drifting or piles of deposited snow. In pastures, snow mold is likely to be along fence rows or other areas where drifts accumulate. Re-growth of infected areas can be encouraged by fertilization and by removing the crust through raking or mowing.
 
