
 

Annual ryegrass is an important cool-season grass that support the livestock industry across Mississippi and the south-
ern USA. The number of ryegrass acres planted in Mississippi help to support both the cow/calf and the stocker cattle 
industry.  Because of its high digestibility and palatability, annual ryegrass is a high valued forage crop for the forage/
livestock industry.  Due to the number of annual ryegrass types and varieties available in the market, there is some con-
fusion among producers when it comes to choosing the ideal one for a grazing system.  Mississippi State University For-
age Variety Test Program evaluates a good portion of experimental and commercially available varieties every year to 
determine how they will perform across different locations. Entries into the variety trial program are submitted voluntarily 
into the program by seed companies and the number of varieties might vary from year to year. 
 
Information from variety trials is used as a third party verification on variety performance that will allow livestock produc-
ers to make more informed decisions on what varieties might be more suitable for their area.  When available, using data 
from multiple years as an aver-
age might provide a better as-
sessment on varietal perfor-
mance than a single year,   due 
to changes in weather condi-
tions, especially temperature and 
precipitation that could affect 
production form year to year.  An 
example of this impact was evi-
dent during the winters of 2013 
and 2014, where temperatures 
below normal from December to 
February affected the growth 
patterns of annual ryegrass. 
 
Yield measurements from the 
variety trial are extremely im-
portant in determining the num-
ber of acres to plant, the amount 
of fertilization needed and the 
number of animals that grazing 
system can sustain. Knowing 
average yields will allow forage/
livestock producers to better 
match nutrient applications to 
minimize costs, maximize fertiliz-
er efficiency and reduce potential 
environmental problems. Yields 
are also critical as a measuring tool to evaluate new varieties, improve management techniques and allow producers to 
make more informed decisions concerning feeding practices for their livestock. Knowing the estimated forage for winter 
grazing would allow producers to buy or sell forage at the time of the year that would be most financially feasible. 
 
Data summarized in Table 1, provides a better assessment of annual ryegrass production across the state. A three-year 
yield mean of annual ryegrass yield range from 1.9 tons per acre in Holly Springs to 2.9 tons per acre in Poplarville. The 
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state average dry matter yield was 4891 tons per acre. This is sufficient to support a stocking rate of 5 
steers per acre weighing 600 lbs during its growing season (January to mid-May). The overall yield poten-
tial of annual ryegrass has below the state average for Holly Springs and Starkville, while the largest in-
crease in yield potential has been observed in Poplarville. 
 
Across the state, dip-
loid varieties have per-
formed better than tet-
raploid varieties.  It was 
observed that in Pop-
larville, tetraploid varie-
ties might have a slight 
advantage in yield pro-
duction, but that yield 
advantage might not be 
reflected as early graz-
ing.  Performance of 
varieties across the 
state also indicated that 
tetraploids may have 
negative relative yield 
(RY) when compared 
to diploid varieties.  
Data from the variety trial at Mississippi State has not reflected the yield advantage of tetraploids in Mississippi as it has 
been observed in other locations across the southern USA.  Tetraploids might offer an advantage in forage production 
early in the spring season, but by March there is a balanced biomass production among the varieties. An interesting ob-
servation from the variety trials is that ‘Lonestar’ annual ryegrass has had much earlier growth and higher yields during 
the first harvest compared to the rest of the varieties, but that forage production was very similar with other varieties by 
the second harvest.   
 
When planting annual ryegrass, do your homework.  Select varieties that have been tested, adapted to your area and 
can optimize winter grazing opportunities. Consult the forage variety testing information closest to you area.  Select vari-
eties that has adequate winter hardiness, and has a good germination and purity percentages.  Plant early, the ideal 
planting window is from September 15 to October 31. Using this window will allow approximately 30 to 45 days of growth 
before a hard freeze and provide some ground cover.  Understanding planting methods can also impact establishment 
and production potential.  Using a drill will increase seed to soil contact and will require lower seeding rates.  On the 
hand, broadcasting the seed will require higher seeding rates.  When over-seeding into existing perennial warm-season 
pastures such as bermudagrass or bahiagrass, it is recommended to use an early maturing variety to avoid possible de-
lay in green up and effect in summer grazing potential or hay production.  Keep in mind that the important agronomic 
characteristics of an annual ryegrass are winter hardiness, good rooting depth, uniform growth, and high yielding with 
good forage quality.  Mississippi State University Forage Variety Trials information can be found at: http://
mafes.msstate.edu/variety-trials/forage.asp 
 

 

 

For upcoming forage related events visit:   
http://forages.pss.msstate.edu/events.html 
 
November 12-13, 2014— Mississippi ASA Chapter Annual Meeting, Grenada, MS 
November 14, 2014—  Mississippi Forage & Grassland Annual Conference, Verona, MS. 
January 11-14, 2015— American Forage & Grassland Council Annual Meeting, St. Louis, MO 
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