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Extension Beef Systems

Late-summer-planted 
forages like small grain and 
brassica mixes can afford 
quality forage for grazing of 
backgrounded calves in the 
fall and early winter season.

What Type of 
Forage to Plant?

Annual forages such 
as brassicas (purple top 
turnips, rapeseed and forage 
collards), oats and triticale are 
a few that provide good fall 
grazing, meaning September 
to January time frame with 
planting window of Aug. 1 to 
mid-September. If interested in 
fall planting for April to June 
grazing, select a winter hardy 
species like cereal rye, winter 
triticale or winter wheat. 

Brassicas are best described 
as “alfalfa plus corn grain in 
water,” meaning they are high 
protein, ranging from 15–20% 
crude protein (CP), 75–85% 
total digestible nutrients (TDN, 
a measure of energy) and are 
around 15% dry matter (DM) 
at grazing in November. Calves 
grazing solely brassicas is 
concerning as the low fiber and 

high sulfur content of brassicas 
can lead to sulfur toxicity. 
Putting out a bale of hay to add 
fiber to the diet, or putting a 
higher level of oats into the mix 
at planting, would alleviate the 
challenge as well. A forage mix 
seeded at 50 lbs of oats and 3 lbs  
of rapeseed per acre was 
evaluated by UNL and found to 
have 15.5% CP and had a higher 
digestibility than the grazed 
monoculture oats. 

When Was the 
Forage Planted? 

When brassica and oat mixes 
are planted after corn silage 
harvest (early September) and 
water and nitrogen are adequate, 
up to two tons of forage dry 
matter grows, depending on the 

planting date and forage species 
selected. The earlier in the 
window, the more forage you will 
get. If forage is planted before 
the window, the grass will start 
to go into reproductive stages, 
producing very little biomass and 
mainly stem. 

Research at UNL indicates 
that winter sensitive species like 
oats and brassicas should be 
planted before Sept. 1 in order 
to graze by early November. 
Planting a week to two weeks 
later can decrease forage 
production of annual forage 
mixes to as little as 500 lbs of 
forage dry matter. At that point, 
the forage may be best used as 
ground cover. Two weeks of 
growing-degree days provides 
considerably more forage, so 
planting date highly impacts 

annual forage yields. 
What if you hold off 

until late December or 
January to graze? As long 
as there is not thick ice over 
the brassica mix, cattle will 
dig to eat the forage. The 
mix may look brown and 
kind of melted looking, but 
the quality of brassicas and 
oats around December and 
January is still very good 
(15–20 % CP and 70–80% 
TDN). Color is not a good 
indicator of quality.

How Do Calves 
Perform? 

Fall and early winter grazing 
on annual forages is a great 
opportunity for backgrounded 
or stocker calves. Annual forages 
offer a high quality diet that 
meets nutrient requirements 
of growing calves. Generally, 
stocking rate of calves in most 
UNL studies has been about one 
calf per acre and grazing period 
ranges from 40–70 days. Between 
balancing how much cover you 
should leave to prevent soil 
erosion, to deciding when to pull 
calves if weather becomes tough 
(like ice or too deep of snow 
that would limit the amount of 
intake), the number of grazing 
days can vary considerably.

The average daily gain 

(ADG) of calves on oats or 
oat-brassica mixes in UNL 
studies ranges from 1.0–3.0 
lbs/day. Lower gains noticed 
in UNL research correlated to 
not pulling calves early enough 
(“overgrazing” type of scenario) 
or wet winter weather (more 
energy was used by the calf to 
stay warm). Targeting 2–3 inches 
of oats remaining seems to be a 
good compromise and results in 
70% ground cover as compared 
to 30% cover when the oats 
were planted directly following 
corn silage harvest at the end of 
August.

Make sure to consider the 
herbicides applied to crop fields 
earlier in the season, since some 
herbicides have grazing restric-
tions or may restrict the growth 
of some plants. A UNL study 
tried to seed turnips and oats 
after corn harvest for grazing, 
but found cover crops were 
unable to be grown for cattle 
grazing due to specific chemicals 
applied for corn harvest. 

Overall, annual forages, 
such as brassica-oat mixes, yield 
good forage when planted in late 
summer, and provide a high-
protein and high-energy diet for 
a growing calf grazing in the fall. 
Alternative grazing options can 
add value to an annual forage 
already being planted as soil 
cover for the next crop. 

Grazing Calves on Annual Forages

Sarah Browning
Extension Educator,  

Lancaster County

Many gardeners have heard 
of sheet composting, but they 
may know it by another name —  
lasagna composting. This is a 
cold composting method, which 
requires no turning. It’s a great 
way to convert grass areas into 
vegetable beds, create new peren-
nial beds or enlarge existing beds 
and improve the soil in an area, 
while utilizing organic materials 
from your home, kitchen or 
garden.

Since this is a cold 
composting method, it takes 

longer for materials to break 
down than a hot compost pile. 
Usually 6 months or more are 
required before the materials 
are fully decomposed and ready 
for planting, so plan ahead. Fall 
is a great time to create a sheet 
composting bed, but it can be 
created any time of year.

What Can I Compost?
Start by assembling your 

materials. You’ll need both high 
nitrogen and high carbon mate-
rials. High nitrogen materials 
include green leaves, green grass 
clippings, kitchen waste like 
fruit and vegetable scraps, coffee 
grounds, alfalfa hay, soybean or 
cottonseed meal, blood meal and 

manure (cow, horse, poultry).
High-carbon materials 

include dry brown leaves, pine 
needles, sawdust, wood chips, 
bark, corn cobs, corn stalks, 
straw, newspaper, cardboard 
and wood waste. Branches and 
twigs larger than one-quarter 
inch in diameter should be put 
through a shredder or chipper 
before composting. Newspaper 
and cardboard are great to create 
the first layer of your lasagna 
compost bed. 

Do not compost meat, 
bones, grease, eggs and dairy 
products; they can attract 
wildlife and rodents. Do not add 
weeds or diseased plants to a 
sheet compost pile, either. Since 
this is a cold compost method, 
there is no heat to kill disease 
spores or weed seed.

Steps to Creating  
a Sheet  

Composting Bed
1. If this is a new bed, mow 

the grass or other vegetation 
as short as possible. Scalp it 
down to the soil if you can. 
However, a sheet compost pile 
can be created on bare soil, 
too, if that’s what is available.

2. Loosen the underlying soil 
with a spading fork, to create 
good water drainage.

3. While you’re loosening the 
soil, also remove any peren-
nial weeds. Dig them out and 
discard them. The compost 
pile will not smother or kill 
them.

4. Cover the area with 4–6 
overlapping layers of news-
paper or cardboard. Wet 

the newspaper 
or cardboard 
thoroughly.

5. Cover the 
first layer with 
1-inch of high 
nitrogen material 
like green grass 
clippings or manure.

6. Add a 1-inch layer of high-
carbon material like dry tree 
leaves, straw, shredded paper 
or brown grass clippings.

7. Continue alternating with 
1-inch layers of high-nitrogen 
materials, followed by high-
carbon materials until the 
pile reaches 18–36 inches in 
height. 

Make sure the pile stays 
moist, but not soaking wet. If 
the pile starts to smell like rotten 
eggs, that’s a good indication it 
has become too wet. Stop adding 
water until the smell goes away. 
Or if rain is the problem, cover 
the pile with a tarp until the 
rainy period ends. Black plastic 
sheeting works well for this 

purpose 
and also helps 

to add some heat to the pile. 
Weigh the sides down to hold it 
in place. 

The bed is finished when all 
the materials have broken down 
to the point the original mate-
rials are no longer recognizable. 
It will look and smell like black 
dirt, and is ready for planting.

 
FOR MORE 

INFORMATION 
Nebraska Extension NebGuide, 
Garden  Compost (G2222) , is 
available online at http://go.unl.
edu/gardencompost

Sheet Composting Requires No Turning
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For more information on creating a traditional compost 

pile, plan to attend one of this fall’s composting programs 
presented by Nebraska Extension and the City of Lincoln 
Recycling Office.
• Saturday, Sept. 21, 10 a.m., at Pioneers Park Nature Center’s 

backyard composting demonstration area across the street 
from the Nature Center (look for the Extension banner).

• Saturday, Sept. 21, 10–10:30 a.m., Sheridan Elementary 
School’s outdoor classroom, 3100 Plymouth Ave.

• Saturday, Oct. 12, 10 a.m., at Pioneer’s Park Nature Center 
backyard composting demonstration area across the street 
from the Nature Center (look for the Extension banner).

Composting Demonstrations
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