Principles of nutrition

TechNote 4

Feed composition and characteristics

4.1 Pasture composition
4.2 Nutrient and mineral composition of different feeds
4.3 Characteristics and considerations of different feeds

4.4 Further reading

When feed management decisions are being made, it is important to consider the composition and characteristics of
different feeds, and the implications of including them into the farm system.

4.1 Pasture composition

Pasture composition can vary with season, region and irrigation (see section 4.2). It is also influenced by grazing
management.

The structural carbohydrates in good quality, leafy pasture are highly digestible and therefore high in energy. As the
plant matures, lignin increases and the stem and stalk become hard and less digestible, reducing the available energy
content of the pasture. Hard stem and dead material can also act as a barrier to grazing and reduce dry matter intake.
Good pasture management that maximises the amount of green leaf in the forage will maximise energy available from
pastures (Table 1).

Table 1. Typical digestibility and ME of ryegrass components.
Component Green leaf Soft stem Hard mature stem Dead material

Digestibility (%) 70-85 65-75 40-50 40-50

Available Energy
(MJ ME/kg DM)

10.5-12.5 10-11 6.5 6.5

E\ For more details see TechNotes 5: Carbohydrate metabolism, 8: Fibre metabolism, and 9: Pasture
-0 management, and online eLearning activity: Pasture management, dairynz.co.nz/feedright-module-8.
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4.4 Further reading
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Holmes, C. W., I. M. Brookes, D. J. Garrick, D. D. S. Mackenzie, T. J. Parkinson, and G. F. Wilson. 2007. Milk production
from pasture (2nd rev. ed). Massey University: Palmerston North, New Zealand.

Kolver, E. 2000. Nutrition guidelines for the high producing dairy cow. Proceedings of the Ruakura Farmers’ conference. 52:
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NRC. 2001. Nutrient requirements of dairy cattle (7th rev. ed). Washington, United States of America: National Academy
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