
 

Short v Long Grass? 
 
Interestingly different sectors of the industry are giving completely different advice on how best to 
manage/graze grass.  On one side the dairy industry is increasingly moving towards multi-cut silage 
systems where swards are routinely cut every 4 – 5 weeks over the summer to produce lush, very high 
energy grass for ensiling.  In comparison some beef producers are now being advised to move towards a 
holistic system of leaving grass until it has seeded before it is mob grazed.  
 
The obvious difference between these 2 systems is the nutritive value of the grass. 
 
Nutritional Value Of Short v Long Grass 
 
/Kg DM Short Long 
DM t/ha 10 7 
ME MJ 12 9 
CP % 16 9 
ME GJ/ha 120 63 
CP t/ha 1,600 630 
 
The other big difference is the annual yield.  Assuming a similar level of N is applied in the spring the 
annual DM yield from the holistic mob grazing system is likely to be only 70% of that achieved from 
multi-cuts.  Although this difference is not huge, when it is added to the differences in nutritional value 
the overall supply of energy and protein to stock is huge.  (As multi-cut systems are likely to receive 
more fertiliser the differences in DM yield per hectare per year are likely to be much greater.)  The other 
confounding factor is that one is made into silage and the other grazed.  When the efficiency of utilisation 
is also taken into account differences will widen still further! 
 
Length Of Forage 
 
In the above table we have simply looked at the energy and protein content of the 2 feeds but in reality 
several other factors, particularly the length of the forage also have an important impact on how much 
animals will eat.  
 
Short, Multi-Cut Silage 
 
To maximise speed of fermentation and to minimise in silo losses short chop lengths have always been 
encouraged to maximise compaction and removal of air.  However in recent years we have begun to 
realise that short chop lengths, certainly below 5 cm, whilst making excellent silage gives rise to other 
problems –  
 
● Increases the risk of acidosis due to the shorter chop length and younger grass maximising the 

speed at which rumen microbes can break down sugars and carbohydrates, producing a peak of acid 
in the rumen i.e. acidosis. 

 
● This is further aggravated by reducing the time an animal spends chewing the cud.  This reduces the 

amount of alkaline saliva the animal produces, adding to the acidity in the rumen.  
 

 



 

● As short chop lengths are broken down more rapidly they pass out of the rumen, allowing the animal 
to eat more.  With very high quality feeds e.g. spring grass, the shorter time it spends in the rumen 
the less energy rumen microbes are able to abstract.  It is only because the faster throughput allows 
them to eat more that performance increases.  

 
In comparison in holistic mob grazing systems cattle rapidly become full due to their large bite size but 
then have to spend a long time chewing the cud to reduce fibre length and allow the rumen microbes 
sufficient access to the leaves/stems.  The end result is that they never suffer from acidosis and they do 
extract the maximum nutrients from the forage.  
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