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Grazing and using winter-active tall fescue in 
southern Australia

Actions summary
► Tall fescue is available as both winter-

active and summer-active cultivars and 
these suit different situations

► Winter-active tall fescue grows vigorously 
in late autumn, winter and spring, but is 
dormant in summer and early autumn

► Winter-active tall fescue persists better 
under drier conditions than summer-
active cultivars

Winter-active tall fescue – the plant
Tall fescue is a perennial temperate grass that is 
closely related to perennial ryegrass, but which does 
not cause ryegrass staggers. 

There is a wide range of tall fescue cultivars available 
which vary from being highly winter-active to highly 
summer-active. It is important to specify which type of 
fescue you want when requesting information or 
purchasing seed. 

In the fi eld, it is diffi cult to tell the difference between 
winter- and summer-active cultivars of tall fescue. 

Both have dark green leaf blades that typically grow 
up to 30 cm long. The upper surface of the leaf is dull 
with distinct veins that run the length of the leaf blade. 
The purple/green seed heads are loosely bunched.

Both types of tall fescue are more deep rooted than 
perennial ryegrass or cocksfoot and can have roots to 
a depth of 2 m. 

Summer-active tall fescue is, however, better able to 
extract moisture from deep in the soil profi le than 
winter-active tall fescue due to its higher density of 
roots at depth. 

This enables summer-active tall fescue to use stored 
soil moisture for growth during dry conditions when 
the winter-active cultivars become dormant. 

This dormancy mechanism makes winter-active tall 
fescue more persistent than summer-active tall fescue 
in dry conditions where rainfall is winter dominant or 
where light sandy loam soils don’t retain moisture. 

Winter-active tall fescue and tall fescue 
seedhead [inset]
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For instance, winter-active tall fescue swards at 
Hamilton in Victoria have retained a plant frequency of 
75 % four years after sowing (plants were present in 
75 out of 100 random quadrats), where summer-active 
tall fescue only retained a plant frequency of 60 %. 
Winter-active tall fescue has also proven to be more 
persistent than summer-active cultivars at Wellstead in 
southern WA, where rainfall is less than 600 mm/
annum and soils have a sandy texture (Figure 1). 
Winter-active tall fescue survives hot and dry 
conditions by minimising its green leaf area, which 
reduces its water use and makes it less susceptible to 
scorching. 

Why use winter-active tall fescue?
Winter-active tall fescue is best suited to well drained 
soils with greater than 450 mm rainfall that is winter 
dominant. 
It is most productive during late autumn, winter and 
spring, but is dormant in summer and early autumn. 
This dormancy mechanism enables it to survive in 
areas that have hot and dry summers where perennial 
ryegrass and summer-active tall fescue have lower 
persistence. 
Plants resume growth in autumn when temperatures 
begin to decline and day length becomes shorter.
Winter-active tall fescue is best suited to well drained 
soils, but can also tolerate short periods of 
waterlogging. 
The plant grows most actively during winter and spring. 
Waterlogging during this time may inhibit growth and 
result in the paddock being trampled and pugged-up 
by livestock under intense grazing. 

The plant can also perform well on soils which 
become waterlogged in wet seasons, but which do 
not retain enough moisture to support summer-active 
pastures. 
Soils that become waterlogged and which have a high 
clay content are better suited to summer-active 
cultivars of tall fescue which can make use of the 
stored soil moisture to continue growth during 
summer. 
For these reasons, summer-active and winter-active 
cultivars of tall fescue should not be sown together. 
The different cultivars suit quite different situations 
and need different grazing management at certain 
times of the year.  
Tall fescue is slower to establish than perennial 
ryegrass but with a deeper root system is more suited 
to marginal areas where ryegrass currently only 
persists for 3 - 4 years. The seedling vigour and time 
to establish tall fescue is similar to phalaris. Current 
seed prices mean that phalaris is cheaper to establish 
than tall fescue, but tall fescue does not cause 
staggers, which can occur on phalaris or perennial 
ryegrass pastures. Having some tall fescue pastures 
provides safe paddocks especially for young stock.
For information on summer-active tall fescue, refer to 
the EverGraze Action - Growing and using summer-
active tall fescue’ fact sheet available at our website;
www.evergraze.com.au. 

Establishment
Managing paddocks ahead of sowing winter-
active tall fescue
Effective weed control is essential when establishing 
a new pasture because weeds compete with the 
establishing seedlings for moisture, nutrients and 
space. 
Competition from weeds can be reduced by 
preventing weeds from setting seed in the two years 
prior to sowing. This can be done by grazing the seed 
heads off or cutting the paddocks for hay or silage 
before the seed drops. Alternatively, chemicals can be 
used to reduce seed set. 
Minimum soil fertility requirements at sowing are 
Olsen P > 15 mg P/kg, Colwell K > 160 mg K/kg and 
CPC S > 3 mg S/kg, although winter-active tall fescue 
will respond to soil fertility higher than these levels. 
A pH (CaCl2) of greater than 4.3 is required. Soil tests 
should be taken prior to sowing so that fertiliser can 
be applied to correct any nutrient defi ciencies. 

Tall fescue on well drained site on  
19 June 2008
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Figure 1. Basal cover (%) of winter-active and summer-active 
tall fescue at Wellstead in southern WA on sandy textured soil. 
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A comparison of a summer-active (left) 
and winter-active (right) tall fescue in 
August 2004 at Hamilton in Victoria.

Control of cockchafers and red legged earth mites in 
the month prior to sowing is also required to ensure 
successful seedling establishment.
Sowing
Winter-active tall fescue is best sown in autumn to 
reduce exposure to hot and dry conditions during late 
spring and summer. Direct drill or sow into a cultivated 
seed bed at a rate of 7 – 15 kg seed/ha and at a depth 
of 10 – 20 mm. 
Winter-active tall fescue is best sown with clover, but 
not with other grass or herb species. It is a relatively 
weak seedling and sowing with other grass or herb 
species is likely to result in poor tall fescue 
establishment.
Grazing newly established swards
The root system of tall fescue seedlings is slow to 
develop and grazing should not occur until the 
seedling is fi rmly rooted. 
This can be tested by gripping the seedlings 1 cm 
above the ground and giving it a tug; if the leaves 
break off rather than the seedling being up-rooted, 
then the paddock is ready to be grazed. 
In the six months after sowing, the paddock should be 
grazed at high stocking rates over a short period of 
time (2 – 3 days) to minimise seedling damage. After 
grazing, the pasture should be spelled until 
approximately 1500–2000 kg DM/ha has accumulated, 
before being grazed again for a short period. 
If weeds become a problem, the pasture should be 
heavily grazed for a short period (7 – 10 days). 
Chemical control of weeds can also be used but 
specifi c agronomic advice should be sought fi rst.

Tall fescue endophyte
Tall fescue cultivars are available which contain the 
benefi cial endophyte MaxP® (endophyte is a fungus 
that lives within the plant and is transferred in the 
seed). This endophyte may improve the persistence 
of the pasture and enable it to tolerate stressful 
conditions. This endophyte does not harm sheep or 
cattle, but can be toxic to horses. 
Research into endophytes continues; therefore, 
specifi c agronomic advice should be sought into 
what endophytes are available at sowing and the 
effects they will have on livestock and pasture 
performance

Grazing established paddocks
The growth rate and long term persistence of 
winter-active tall fescue depends on the amount of 
carbohydrate energy the plant has stored in its tiller 
bases. 
If the paddock is set stocked over a long period, 
these energy reserves become depleted and the 
plant will eventually die. 
Set stocking to below 1200 kg DM/ha for more than 
three months should be avoided. 
Rotational grazing at the three leaf stage during late 
autumn and winter will ensure suffi cient time 
between grazing for the plant to re-build its energy 
reserves (Figure 2). 
During early spring, winter-active tall fescue grows 
rapidly and produces reproductive stems which are 
low in palatability and nutritive value. Set stocking to 
1200 kg DM/ha during this reproductive phase will 
prevent these stems developing and keep the 
paddock in a nutritious vegetative stage. 

Set stocking during spring will 
also stimulate tillering, which 
will improve the density of the 
sward. 
Winter-active tall fescue 
becomes dormant during 
summer and early autumn 
and will only allow limited 
grazing compared to summer-
active fescue. 
It is important to retain at least 
800 – 1000 kg DM/ha ground 
cover to avoid erosion and 
encourage persistence. 

Figure 2. The four stages of leaf growth
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Tall fescue at Hamilton on         
25 July 2008
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Trialing winter-active tall fescue on 
farms
1. Decide if you require a pasture species that will 

provide high quality feed during late autumn, 
winter and early spring, but which is dormant 
during summer.

2. Consider if your environment and soils are 
suitable for winter-active tall fescue.

3. Select a small paddock that can be easily 
managed.

4. Soil test and create a management plan for 
fertiliser and weed control. Weed control needs to 
commence at least a year prior to sowing and 
should aim to prevent weeds from setting seed. 

5. Seek local agronomist advice on cultivars, sowing 
rates and times, companion species, etc. 

6. Control weeds and limit grazing during 
establishment year.

7. Use rotational grazing during late autumn and 
winter to enable the sward to replenish its energy 
reserves. Set stock in spring to prevent seed 
head development and maintain nutritive value 
declines. De-stock in summer.
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