
 
 

1-28 Tall Fescue establishment and management 

This farmfact is based on the DairyNZ trials and experiences growing the tall fescue cultivar 
Advance, infected with the endophyte Max P.  There are other tall fescue cultivars available that 
may require different management to what is described in this farmfact and advice should be 
sought for specific recommendations relating to these cultivars.  
 
Tall fescue is an alternative to perennial ryegrass for permanent pasture and has potential 
advantages in specific situations. Fescue is most advantageous where summer growth is 
limited by lack of moisture and high soil temperatures, and where perennial ryegrass 
persistence is an issue. There are important differences in the management of tall fescue 
compared to perennial ryegrass, particularly during establishment and grazing management 
during spring and summer. 
 
Tall fescue is likely to be most successfully integrated into a dairy system where a significant 
proportion of the farm (25% or more) is established in fescue rather than 1-2 paddocks.  
Paddocks that are summer dry, have suffered insect damage, or where ryegrass has failed to 
persist, are ideal candidates for renovation with tall fescue. 

Characteristics of tall fescue 

Tall fescue grows throughout New Zealand but its advantages over ryegrass are greatest in 
environments with warm-hot summers, soils that often dry out and where insect damage is a 
problem for ryegrass.  The optimum temperature for perennial ryegrass growth is 20°C with 
production declining above 24°C. The optimum for tall fescue is 26°C, with growth continuing 
into the mid 30°C.   
 
Tall fescue has a larger root system than ryegrass which provides greater tolerance to grass 
grub, less pugging damage in wet conditions and less pulling by grazing cows.  Tall fescue also 
has greater tolerance to water logging.  
 
Tolerance to higher temperatures and greater root mass has been shown to result in superior 
summer growth compared to perennial ryegrass (see figure 1). 
 
Figure 1 Pasture growth curves for tall fescue and perennial ryegrass  
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Max P is a novel endophyte selected by AgResearch for tall fescue.  It provides plant protection 
against black beetle, root aphid, pasture mealy bug and Argentine stem weevil.  It has improved 
the yield and persistence of tall fescue without negative effects on animal health or performance 
and is recommended for all regions challenged by these insects. 
 
Established tall fescue has a more upright and crowned structure, making it more clover-friendly 
than many ryegrass cultivars. 

Establishment  

Tall fescue is slower to establish than perennial ryegrass and more sensitive to declining soil 
temperatures during establishment (figure 2) and therefore more prone to competition from 
weeds and other grasses. The time of planting, weed control and the correct seeding depth are 
critical to the successful establishment of tall fescue. 
 
Preparation 

Preparation for establishment needs to be thorough. Prevention of seeding of weeds and 
unwanted grasses is required 1-3 years before planting and often achieved through a crop 
sequence.  Double spray is recommended for establishment from pasture.  Like all establishing 
plants, tall fescue needs a firm fine seed bed.   
 
Direct drilling is a suitable method but the same principles around weed prevention apply and 
slugs must be monitored and controlled.  A nitrogen-based fertiliser that will not cause burning 
(e.g. DAP) should be drilled with the seed.   
 
Time of planting 

It is recommended that tall fescue is planted in early autumn when 10cm soil temperatures are 
12-15°C. Planting in late autumn, when the soil temperature is 5-10°C, will result in slow 
germination (28 days) and slower winter growth, allowing weeds to smother the tall fescue.  
Late spring is the ideal time to plant in the South Island where there is irrigation or high summer 
rainfall. 
  
Figure 2 Days required for germination at different soil temperatures 

 

 
 

Sowing depth 

Tall fescue is very sensitive to sowing depth.  The ideal depth is 10mm and when sown more 
than 20mm, very few seedlings will emerge.  Seed is best sown using a roller drill when 
cultivating.  Extra attention needs to be given to sowing depth when direct drilling. 
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Sowing rate 
Tall fescue seed is larger than ryegrass seed and tiller development is slower in its first year.  
Therefore, it is recommended that the sowing rate is increased by 5kg/ha compared with 
ryegrass (i.e. if ryegrass is being sown at 20kg/ha then tall fescue should be sown at 25kg/ha).  
Tall fescue seed is approximately $2.80/kg more expensive than ryegrass and hence seed 
costs are around $120/ha greater for tall fescue than ryegrass. 
 
First grazing 
First grazing of tall fescue should be delayed until plants have reached 15-20cm in height and 
checked for pulling.  For the first 1-3 grazings tall fescue should not be grazed any lower than 7 
cm over 1-2 days with light stock (calves). 

 
Grazing management 
The feed quality of tall fescue declines when pasture mass exceeds 3000 kgDM/ha in the spring 
and summer period.  For this reason, like perennial ryegrass, there are some important grazing 
principles for grazing tall fescue to ensure pasture quality is maintained, the most important 
being pre-grazing mass (table 1).  

 
It is recommended that the same post-grazing residual target be applied to tall fescue pastures 
as ryegrass pastures (1500-1600 kgDM/ha or 7-8 clicks on the rising plate meter set on the 
formula “clicks” x 140 + 500).  However, the pre-grazing mass should be lower and to achieve 
this, requires more frequent grazing. Maintaining a lower pre-grazing mass (2500-2700 kg 
DM/ha) by frequently grazing (e.g. 12-18 days) from late September to November has the 
benefit of reducing stem development.  Unlike perennial ryegrass, tall fescue produces very little 
stem after grazing for the rest of the season. 

 
Table 1 Recommended pre-grazing levels for tall fescue 

Season Pre-grazing mass (kgDM/ha) 

Winter 2500-3500 

August - September 2700-2800 

September - December 2500-2700 

December - April 2700-2800 
 

During summer months, tall fescue should be grazed when it has recovered to the pre-grazing 
masses shown in table 1. Over-grazing should be avoided as this will reduce persistence and 
this is quite common during the first year after establishment. 

 
Tall fescue is an autumn tillering plant and it is best practice to spell it in the autumn to allow 
tiller and rhizome development. It is not recommended for dairy farmers to carry autumn-grown 
tall fescue through to the spring. It has been found to have low palatability as a function of the 
age of the leaf. It is better to graze early winter and rely on fresh growth for the spring. 
 
Animal health 
Combined with the novel endophyte Max P, tall fescue has some animal health benefits 
compared to perennial ryegrass. Facial eczema risk is low and no ryegrass staggers, but 
invasion by resident ryegrass will increase the risk of both facial eczema and ryegrass staggers. 

 
Due to tall fescue being clover-friendly, bloat management needs attention, especially in the first 
spring after autumn establishment when clover can be dominant. There are no additional 
metabolic issues, other than those experienced with ryegrass pastures, when grazing tall fescue 
with dairy cows. 


