Grazing Grain Sorghum Stalks

By Greg Highfill, OCES Area Livestock Specialist

Drought conditions often cause cattlemen to utilize forage resources that are not a part of their typical production practices.  Many producers have called Oklahoma Cooperative Extension offices the past few weeks to discuss grazing grain sorghum stalks or drought stressed grain sorghum stands that will not be harvested.  Grain sorghum plants, with heads, contain 7.5 percent protein and a TDN of 58 percent, which would be a good forage resource.  The 3 major concerns in grazing grain sorghum are 1) Nitrates, 2) Prussic Acid and 3) High grain intake. 

Grain sorghum stalks and immature plants have potential for high nitrate content.  Nitrate can accumulate in stressed or high yielding plants and remains until utilized.  High nitrate levels in the total diet of beef cattle can cause abortion (< 5,000 ppm) and death (> 10,000 ppm).  In dairy cattle, milk production will be reduced at 2,500 ppm.

Oklahoma Cooperative Extension offices have a “drop test” to determine if suspicious samples should be sent for lab analysis.  This is a quick free check for problems.  Producers should clip some plants from at least five representative locations in the field and bring the lower stalks (nitrates accumulate there first) for testing. 

The percentage of high nitrate samples this year is not much more than a typical year.  However, those samples high in nitrates have contained extremely high levels.  Also, when we get a rain, the grain sorghum (and forage sorghum) will have rapid nitrogen uptake that can result in dangerous nitrate levels.  Producers should wait 7 to 8 days after the good rain to allow the plant to return to normal metabolism that will convert much of the excess nitrate to plant proteins.

The other toxicity potential is prussic acid poisoning.  Generally, this is a concern in Johnsongrass, but it can also be present in forage sorghum and grain sorghum.  The problem appears under stress conditions like drought or frost (we are getting both).  There is not an easy test for prussic acid content.   Prussic acid involves hydrocyanic acid and death often occurs quickly.  If you have cattle going down and need to know what type of poisoning is present, make a small cut to draw blood.  Prussic acid poisoning exhibits a bright, cherry colored blood while nitrate poisoning blood will be a chocolate brown, dark color.  Prussic acid is present in the standing crop but is greatly reduced with haying.  Again, nitrates can be present in both hay and standing crop.

The other major concern with grazing grain sorghum would be the maturity and availability of ripe grain sorghum heads.  Obviously, if the grain is mature and the heads are selectively grazed, with few leaves, the potential for acidosis increases.  Typically cows selectively graze heads more often than stocker calves.  Each field must be evaluated individually for grain maturity and development and utilized cautiously if grain development is advanced.

As the drought continues cow/calf producers are busy weaning calves to reduce the workload of the cowherd and saving cow condition.  Some of these calves are going to town.  Some are being held on the ranch in a dry lot holding program.  To get an article addressing “Alternative Growing Programs for Stockers” contact any Oklahoma Cooperative Extension Office or visit our web site at http://countyext.okstate.edu/enid area/ for this article and more.  For more on toxicity problems, check out these OSU Fact Sheets:

#2903 – Nitrate Toxicity in Livestock; and

#2904 – Prussic Acid Poisoning in Livestock.

