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Agronomic and nutritional characteristics of three grass species
in the southern region of Mexico
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ABSTRACT

The study was conducted to evaluate the agronomic and nutritional characteristics of 3 grass species in the
Zacazonapan municipality in the southern region of Mexico for one-year period. Three pastures were used, with a
different grass species established in each of them: Cynodon plectostachyus, Paspalum notatum and Brachiaria
decumbens. The agronomic variables evaluated were: net forage accumulation (NFA), and the amounts of stems,
leaves, and live and dead matter. Also evaluated were protein content, neutral detergent fiber (NDF), acid detergent
fiber (ADF), digestibility of organic matter (dOM) and metabolizable energy (ME). A randomized block design
was used, and data was analyzed using variance analysis, with the Tukey’s test used to compare treatment means.
There were significant differences among the 3 grass species evaluated, as well as among the evaluation periods
(June 2009 to May 2010).

In relation to the nutritional variables, there were significant differences among the evaluation periods, but not
among the 3 grass species evaluated. It was concluded that the nutrient contents of the grasses were similar and the
accumulation of forages were greater during the time period with more precipitation.
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Tropical grasses are the primary nutrient resource for
cattle production in the tropics and they provide low-cost
nutrients to cattle (Elizondo and Boschini 2003). However,
during a certain period of the year, supply and quality of
dry matter are insufficient for meeting the minimum nutrient
requirements of grazing cows. Tropical grasses have a high
structural carbohydrate content, but they are low in soluble
carbohydrates, and have less than 7% protein (Herndndez
et al. 2005). Production by ruminants fed with tropical
grasses is limited by low digestibility and minimal dry
matter intake (Bargo er al. 2002). Indeed increasing the
digestibility of potentially digestible fractions or the rate
of passage of non-digestible fractions are strategies for
increasing the intake of digestible nutrients from tropical
grasses (Pinzon and Montenegro 2001).

Milk production is important in Zacazonapan
municipality in the State of Mexico. This production occurs
primarily in pastures of native grasses and some introduced
grasses. However, during a certain period of the year, it is
necessary to supplement the diet of dairy cows with
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balanced feed, since pastures do not produce enough
quantity or quality to maintain milk production. Few studies
were conducted in relation to the agronomic and nutritional
characteristics of the region’s pastures, but still there is
paucity of information. Thus, the objective of this study
was to determine the agronomic characteristics and nutrient
content in pastures with 3 grass species, and the effect of
the time period, during a year-long evaluation in the
Zacazonapan municipality.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Experimental site: The study was conducted in the
municipality of Zacazonapan, Mexico, located between 19°
00" 17" and 19° 16" 17" N and 100° 12" 55" and 100° 18~
13" O. The site is also located at an altitude of 1,470 m and
the annual average temperature is 23°C (Carta Estatal de
Regionalizacién Fisiogrdfica 1980). The study was
conducted from June 2009 to May 2010 in small-scale milk
production units.

Characteristics of pastures: Three pastures were used,
each having an approximate land area of 4 ha, with
continuous grazing of multiparous cows. In each pasture a
different grass species was established, with the following
species predominating: Cynodon plectostachyus (8 Holstein
cows /ha), Paspalum notatum (8 Zebu x Brown Swiss cows
/ha) and Brachiaria decumbens (8 Zebu x Brown Swiss
cows/ha). These were monophyte pastures. Paspalum
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notatum is a native species to the region and it grows
naturally in fields. Cynodon plectostachyus is an introduced
species that was planted approximately 10 years prior to
this experiment and Brachiaria decumbens was planted 3
years prior to this experiment, and both species have adapted
to the region. The agronomic variables evaluated were: net
forage accumulation (NFA), leaf amount (LA), stem amount
(SA), dead matter amount (DMA), live matter amount
(LMA), and height of pasture (HP).

Height of pasture: Monthly measurements of the pastures
were made, using the rising plate technique (Hodgson
1994). Measurements were taken every 20 steps, and 20
zigzag measurements were taken in each pasture.

Net forage accumulation: To measure the net forage
accumulation, 6 exclusion cages were randomly placed in
each pasture, (Hodgson 1994). The cages were adapted to
the growth and size of the grass, with dimensions of 1.0 m
high, 1.20 m long and 0.60 m wide. Every 28 days the grass
was cut inside and outside of each cage, using a 0.25 m?
metal quadrant for cutting the forage inside of it. On day 0
of the measurement, the cage was randomly placed in the
pasture; later, 5 measurements of height were made next to
the cage, taking care that the characteristics of the
measurement area were similar to those of the excluded
area. The 0.25 m? metal quadrant was placed near the
exclusion cage and the forage inside the quadrant was cut
at ground level using shearing scissors. On day 28, the cage
was removed, the 0.25 m? quadrant was positioned and the
forage inside the quadrant was cut to determine the NFA.
This procedure was repeated every 28 days during the year
of evaluation. The NFA was calculated with the following
formula:

NFA (kgDM/ha) = DMi — DMf
where NFA, net forage accumulation (kg DM/ha); DMi,
initial average weight outside the cage on day 0 (kg DM/
ha); DM, final average weight inside the cage on day 28
(kg DM/ha).

Amount of live and dead matter: Sample (25 g) was
weighed, and the live matter was separated from the dead
matter, and each was weighed. Green-colored matter was
considered to be live matter, and non-green-colored matter
was considered to be dead matter.

Leaf and stem amounts: A sample of leaf and stem
amounts was taken from each exclusion cage in each
pasture; a compound sample of the cages was prepared;
and 25 g was weighed. Then the stems were separated from
the leaves, and each was weighed separately.

Chemical analysis of grasses: Chemical analysis was
performed on 6 samples/pasture, with an approximate
weight of 50 g of dry matter that had been collected using
the simulated grazing technique. This sampling was carried
out every month from June 2009 to May 2010. The samples
were dried in an oven at 60°C until a constant weight was
obtained; the matter was then ground, and the digestibility
of the organic matter (dOM) was determined using the Daisy
method (Ankom Technology 2004). Nitrogen content was
determined using the Kjeldahl method (AOAC 1990) and
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results were multiplied by a factor of 6.25 (AFRC 1993) to
obtain the crude protein (CP) content. The neutral detergent
fibre (NDF) and acid detergent fibre (ADF) contents were
determined using the ANKOM method with the technique
from Van Soest et al. (1991). The metabolizable energy
(ME) of each grass species was calculated using the formula
AFRC (1993).
ME (MJ/kg DM) = (dOM)(0.0157)

where ME,metabolizable energy (MJ/kg DM); dOM,
digestibility of organic matter (g/’kg DM).

Experimental design: A random complete block
experimental design was used (Steel and Torrie 1997) to
compare results among the different pastures (blocks) and
to determine the effect during the period evaluated
(evaluation months). The general linear model was: Yij _
u+ti+Bj+eij; where: Yij, treatment response variable; L,
overall mean; t;, effect due to the period (i; 1,2, 3...12); B,,
effect due to the block (j, 1, 2, 3); eij, random error. With
the data collected, a variance analysis was conducted using
Minitab V 14 (2003); and when significant differences were
observed, Tukey’s test was used (P< 0.05).

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The climate in the area studied is classified as Awo (W)
(1") g, or semi-warm, sub-humid with summer rains,
minimal fluctuation and ganges-type progression (Garcia
1988).

Agronomic characteristics of grasses: Dry matter (DM)
yields per pasture (Table 1) were different (P<0.05) among
species (blocks) and periods of evaluation (months of the
year). The grass species with the greatest NFA was B.
decumbens, and the one with the lowest NFA was P.
notatum, since Brachiaria and Cynodon were introduced
species and their dry matter yields were greater than those
of native grass species such as P. notatum. Moreover, they
are managed differently, since Cynodon and Brachiaria
were fertilized with approximately 200 kg of urea/ha/year
and producers eliminated unwanted weeds, leaving both
pastures without any competition from other species, while
in the pasture of P. notatum producers did not fertilize and
did not eliminate weeds. The NFA for Cynodon was favored
by the management practices used in the pastures, since
forage production was greater than that reported by Macedo
et al. (2008), with 8,426 kg DM/ha and greater fertilizer
and control of weeds through the use of herbicides. This
indicated that this introduced species adapted to the local
conditions. Macedo ez al. (2003) reported that this particular
species, once established, is persistent and adapts to
different environments. In the case of Brachiaria, reports
from Rincon et al. (2008) for NFA (4,580 kg DM/ha)
indicated that dry matter yields were inferior to those
observed in this study. Here, we also observed that
management practices and environmental conditions
favored higher yields.

The leaf and stem amounts (Table 1) varied among the
grass species studied (P<0.05), with the lowest production
in Paspalum notatum. The amount of live and dead matter
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Table 1. Agronomic variables of the three grass species in small-scale milk production units in the southern part of Mexico

Variable C. plectostachyus P. notatum B. decumbens SEM P <0.05 (Species) P <0.05 (Period)
NFA (kg DM/ha/month) 847.3b 535.9¢ 942.3* 112.69 * *
NFA (kg DM/ha/annual) 10 168 6431 11 067 - - -
LA (kg DM/ha) 275.37° 168.80¢ 308.53* 55.65 * *
SA (kg DM/ha) 148.272 99.14b 159.80° 17.58 * *
LMA (kg DM/ha) 313.502 192.920 344.45% 60.24 * *
DMA (kg DM/ha) 110.142 75.020 128.70° 18.49 * *
PH (cm) 21.212 9.07¢ 13.740 1.35 * *

Different literals among the rows indicate significant differences (P <0.05); *Significant P < 0.05; NFA, net forage accumulation;
LA, leaf amount; SA, stem amount; LMA, live matter amount; DMA, dead matter amount; PH, pasture height; SEM, standard error of

the mean.
Table 2. Chemical composition and digestibility of average annual organic matter from three grass species

Variable C. plectostachyus P. notatum B. decumbens SEM P <0.05 P<0.05
(Species) (Period)

CP (g/lkg DM) 111.92 108.68 111.63 12.63 ns *

NDF (g/kg DM) 606.00 658.00 626.30 43.28 ns *

ADF (g/kg DM) 378.70 399.50 379.30 34.17 ns *

dOM (g/kg DM) 578.8 569.4 568.9 2.85 ns *

ME (MJ/kg DM) 9.08 8.94 8.93 0.44 ns *

Different literals among the rows indicate significant differences (P <0.05); ns, not significant; *significant P < 0.05; CP, crude
protein; NDF, neutral detergent fibre; ADF, acid detergent fibre; dOM, digestibility of organic matter; ME, metabolizable energy;

SEM, standard error of the mean.

was greater in the pasture with Brachiaria decumbens
(P<0.05), and the lowest production was in Paspalum
notatum, since this grass species is short and thus, dead
matter does not accumulate in the lower part (Avilés et al.
2008).

Physical-chemical characteristics of grasses: The
physical-chemical characteristics (Table 2) of the 3 grass
species studied were similar (P>0.05). However, there
were differences among the months evaluated (P<0.05).
The crude protein contribution in the three species
was above that reported for the same species by other
researchers such as Esqueda-Esquivel ez al. (2009) for
Cynodon plectostachyus (58.2 up to 103 g/kg DM), Judrez
et al. (2004) for Brachiaria decumbens with 78. 6 g/kg DM
and Bernal et al. (2008) for Paspalum notatum with 73 g/
kg DM. This indicated that the CP amount was different
for each species, depending on the location of production,
the management of the pasture and the climate (Reyes-
Purata ef al. 2009).

The amount of structural carbohydrates is a factor to be
considered in determining the intake and digestibility of
organic matter. Intake decreases as the plant matures, and
lignification increases (Van Soest et al. 1991). Results
indicated that the NDF obtained in this study was similar
to that reported by Evitayani et al. (2005) for Brachiaria
decumbens (639 g/kg DM) and Cynodon plectostachyus
(603 and 672 g/kg DM). For Paspalum notatum, Avilés et
al. (2008) reported 679 g/kg DM of NDF and 361 g/lkgDM

for ADF contents.

The plant’s maturity and lignification also influence the
dOM and ME content. Differences among periods (P<0.05)
were observed for both variables. Pérez et al. (2001)
reported comparatively lower digestibility (46.45%) for
Cynodon plectostachyus. In addition Moura et al. (2002)
and Bernal et al. (2008) reported similar dOM for
Brachiaria decumbens of 550 g/kg DM and 590 g/kg DM
for Paspalum notatum, respectively. Energy in the form of
non-fibrous carbohydrates is the first limitation for animal
production, and it also limits the use of crude protein in
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Fig. 1. Relation between the net forage accumulation of the 3
grass species, with respect to the precipitation in the southern
region of the state of Mexico.
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grasses (NRC 2001).

Precipitation is one of the climatic variables that had
most influence on forage production (Fig. 1). Forage
production increased with precipitation and diminished
when the rains stopped. Researchers such as Juarez-
Hernandez et al. (2007) and Lopez-Gonzélez et al. (2010)
reported that precipitation was an important factor in the
amount of dead matter produced in pastures.

It was concluded that nutritional characteristics of the
three grass species evaluated were very similar, but in terms
of dry matter yields, greater production was observed in
the introduced grasses than in the native grass. Precipitation
is a factor that determines, to a large extent, the quantity
and quality of grasses in the pastures.
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