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Preparing for winter 2015

This advisory has been prepared after consultation with seed companies and agronomists.

Crop selection and management for winter 2015
Crop choice, establishment and management can be complicated.  When you make your planting decisions, try 

to ensure each herd of animals has a consistency of forage crop type throughout the entire winter period.  Each 

crop change through winter results in the cow or heifers requiring a feed transition period, which needs careful 

management, and, if not done correctly, increases the risk of animal health issues.

Dairy farmers and winter graziers should communicate early in an attempt to co-ordinate crops, agree on a transitioning 

plan, and minimise feed changes.

The research the Southland Swede technical working group is undertaking now into cow sickness and death on swede 

crops in Southland this winter will not produce any clear conclusions in time for your 2015 crop planting decisions.

We recommend you seek expert advice from your seed field rep, a seed company or farm consultant when finalising 

your crop selection options.  The following are factors to consider and to discuss with your expert advisor.

Determine what class of stock it is for, when the crop will be fed and how it will be fed:

Who: 

• Milking cows

• Dry cows

• Rising two year olds, 

• Yearlings

When:

• Late lactation

• Transitioning before going to grazing/support block 

• Winter feeding only

• Bringing cows back onto on the milking platform in late winter

How:

• Transitioning process onto the crop, between crop paddocks during the winter and prior to calving

• Feeding level(s) (kg DM/cow/day) to meet BCS gain targets

• Proportion of crop in the diet

• Staff availability and skill level to allocate feed consistently



Plant options: 

1. Fodder Beet

Seed for spring 2014 planting is limited and may not be available if not already ordered from your retail supplier.  

Fodder beet, more so than any other forage crops, requires attention to detail when transitioning and feeding to 

avoid animal health issues.

2. Swedes

• First cropping option only due to increased plant disease risk if used as a second crop.  Swede cultivar selection 

is based on maturity and disease tolerance differences. 

• To select the most appropriate cultivar variety we recommend that you discuss the options available with your 

expert seed adviser.

• Sowing date recommendation:

In environments where brassica crops can be exposed to very cold conditions immediately post sowing, swedes 

should be sown no earlier than the 20 November.  Earlier sowing, combined with cold weather conditions can 

cause ‘vernalisation’; this means the plant believes it has been through winter and subsequently produces a 

seed head.

3. Kale

First and second cropping option due to higher plant disease tolerance.  Kale cultivar selection is based on crop 

height and leaf to stem ratio.  There are three broad types which can be selected from:

• Short to medium types – lower DM yielding, soft stemmed with high leaf to stem ratio, excellent crop 

utilisation and stock performance

• Intermediate types – high yielding with good combination of soft stem and high leaf percentage, good crop 

utilisation

• Giant type – high yielding with lower leaf percentage and harder stems, leading to reduced crop utilisation 

If a kale is selected for planting on the milking platform for cows to graze after returning from wintering, it is 

recommended that a short to medium or an intermediate type is used due to the greater feed quality of these types 

compared with giant types.

4. Forage Cereal and Italian Ryegrass

• Forage oat and/or Italian ryegrass can be used during early to mid-winter, but quality can be reduced during 

late winter and early spring due to frost and snow event damage.  The same can be true for Italian ryegrass 

and soft turnip mixes.

• These grow to a much lower mature yield, meaning much greater areas (ha) are required than of fodder beet, 

swedes or kale. For example Italian ryegrass swards typically lose quality in winter when >4 t DM/ha is present.  
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Best practice crop management guidelines
For all crop types, a healthy well grown crop is required prior to grazing, as anti-nutritional factors are increased if the 

crop is under stress (stresses can be caused by a lack of water or the presence of weeds, pests, plant disease, and poor 

soil fertility). Anti-nutritional factors include nitrates, glucosinolates and SMCO. Please consult your seed supplier, seed 

company or consultant for the right agronomy advice for your crop.

To reduce the risk of animal health problems, it is recommended that you follow best practice crop management 

guidelines. While these will not guarantee that there will be no animal health issues, they will minimise the risk:

1. Gradually transition all stock onto the crop. Ideally 

stock should remain on the same crop throughout 

the winter. Transitioning from one feed type to 

another increases risk of health problems particularly 

in late pregnancy. Guidelines for transitioning stock 

on to a crop are:

a. Don’t allow stock sudden and unrestricted access 

to a brassica or fodder beet crops. Feed plenty 

of silage, hay or straw to fill animals before 

providing access to the crop.

b. Start by grazing the crop for no more than 

1-2 hours per day, building up to a maximum 

allowance over (a minimum of) 7-10 days and up 

to 3 weeks.

c. If stock are wintered away on a crop, aim to grow 

the same type of crop at home. This minimises 

the risk of sudden diet changes. 

d. Cows trucked home from support blocks or graziers 

require careful reintroduction to the crop on the 

milking platform, as they may have gone 1-3 days 

without access to crop depending on distance and 

trucking logistics. Magnesium supplementation is 

essential to avoid transport tetany.

e. Transitioning may also be required if moving 

cows to a different geographical area, as the 

nutritional composition of the crop may differ 

from that which they have come from. 

2. Feed brassica and fodder beet crops as part of a 

balanced diet and ensure stock have access to other 

feed sources. Dry stock should receive no more than 

70-80% of the diet as brassica (once through the 

initial transition process) and lactating dairy cows no 

more than 33% of their diet. 

3. Break feed the crop to ensure all of it (stem and 

leaf or bulbs and tops) are eaten and provide a long 

narrow face to ensure dominant cows do not eat 

more than allocated.

4. Feed extra fibre (e.g., hay, straw, baleage), as this 

will lead to more chewing, which increases salivation, 

improving digestion and reducing the risk of acidosis. 

5. Provide access to clean drinking water at all times.

6. Flowering brassica crops should not be grazed. As 

days lengthen and daily temperatures start to rise, 

plants start going reproductive. All reproductive plant 

parts contain greater concentrations of nitrate, SMCO, 

glucosinolates and other secondary plant compounds. 

These young leaves and tips are very palatable to 

grazing animals, increasing risk of toxicity.

7. It is important to always monitor stock grazing 

crops and recognise the potential for animal health 

problems. Farmers should observe their stock on a 

crop and if there are any signs of animal stress or 

ill health, remove the stock from the crop and seek 

veterinarian advice.

8. Normally there are always a few animals that just 

don’t adapt to a crop. Identify these and provide 

them with an alternative feed.

9. Farmers are advised that environmental conditions like 

lack of frosts/cold temperature can impact on brassica 

crop development. Situations where crops flower early or 

look physically different need to be carefully monitored 

and advice obtained on grazing management.

For further information seek advice from your seed 

retailer, veterinarian or adviser and don’t cut corners 

with crop establishment and feeding.
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Dealing with any remaining swede crop
The amount of crop being returned per hectare of soil equates to approximately 0.5% of the soil volume; therefore, 

it will have a negligible effect on soil characteristics. Throughout the country, farmers sometimes have to cultivate 

in remaining crop and do so without issues. For example, left over summer turnips or winter feed surplus to stock 

requirements (especially if it has gone to seed).

Return the paddock to permanent pasture, and follow good crop rotation practice recommendations of not cropping 

the paddock again in swedes for at least 7 years.  

It is important to chop the bulbs up because they don’t rot very quickly when whole and they need to be chopped to 

kill the plant.  Good options include: discing, mulching or rotary hoe, and follow this with ploughing. If time allows, 

leaving the chopped crop material on the surface of the soil for a period of time will encourage breakdown prior to 

ploughing in. Choose a cultivation method that will not ‘pull’ plant material back to the soil surface.

Pasture seed should have a fungal seed treatment to protect the young plants until they are established as there may 

initially be a higher risk of fungal disease.
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Messages agreed by the Southland Swede Working Group: Beef+Lamb, DairyNZ, Federated Farmers, PGG Wrightson, 

Ministry for Primary Industries, and local veterinarians.


