Tall Fescue Reduces Storm Water Runoff 
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UA Scientist Develops Strain That Does Not Make Cattle Sick 
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FAYETTEVILLE -- Bermuda is an effective forage grass for taking up

excessive phosphorus from soils. It is also very good at reducing

nutrient loss from pastures during storm-water runoff, according to

scientists. 

New research shows that tall fescue -- especially a new strain -- also

offers important benefits to Northwest Arkansas farmers. 

Results of a recent study by University of Arkansas scientists show tall

fescue to be more effective than Bermuda at reducing nutrient runoff. The

most common problem with fescue is that it includes a fungus known as

endophyte that produces toxins that make cattle sick. 

Chuck West, UA professor of forage agronomy and research scientist, has

developed -- along with University of Missouri scientists -- Ark-Plus, a

new strain of fescue that does not make cattle sick. 

West said that he was surprised that tall fescue outperformed Bermuda in

reducing nutrient loss during storm-water runoff in the study, but he

pointed out that the results might vary if different studies were

conducted at different locations. 

Bermuda grows in a dense mat that helps slow down storm-water runoff and

prevent nutrients like phosphorus from being washed away into steams.

Fescue grows in tall clumps, which were not thought to be as effective in

slowing down runoff. 

"We're not really sure why (fescue worked better)," West said. 

He said that he suspects that fescue loosens the soil, making it easier

to absorb water from runoff. 

Reducing runoff and nutrient loss from soils is important to preserve

water quality in streams that are affected by excessive nutrients. The

new strain of fescue gives farmers another way to feed cattle and reduce

runoff. 

The predominant tall fescue in Northwest Arkansas pastures is a strain

know as Kentucky-31, West said. Fescue grows well in this region and is

very common, but it is not a native grass. It was imported to this region

from Europe more than 100 years ago, he explained. 

"(Fescue is) common to the point of being naturalized," he said. 

This predominant fescue includes an endophyte that produces toxins that

make it resistant to droughts and insects, but it hurts cattle

production, wildlife and water quality, West said. 

Cattle production is affected because the animals suffer from loss of

appetite, reduced reproduction abilities and sore feet. Cattle also get

hot, making them wade into pond or streams to seek relief from the heat,

which often puts raw manure into waterways, scientists said. 

When poultry litter is added to fields where this common type of fescue

grows, it increases the amount of toxins produced, making more problems

for the cattle he explained. 

The Ark-Plus variety includes a non-toxic endophyte, which does not

adversely affect cattle but is still drought- and insect-resistant, he

said. It does not become toxic when litter is added, he said. 

"We've got the best of both worlds," West said. 

"This kind of grass can be useful for filter strips in riparian areas

(along stream banks)," he said. 

