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Evaluation of the feeding value of Aries HD perennial ryegrass
(Lolium perenne). |. Performance of lactating ewes in spring
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Abstract The feeding value of Aries HD
perennial ryegrass (Lolium perenne) was evaluated
over spring (3 Sep to 1 Dec 1996) using Romney
ewes suckling single lambs, with Yatsyn 1 perennial
ryegrass as the control cultivar. There were three
replicate plots of each cultivar of 0.33 ha con-
tinuously stocked with 6 ewes per plot after lambing
to maintain a mean sward surface height of 6 cm.
Ewes were removed from the area on S November
at weaning. Ewe liveweight gain tended to be higher
on Aries HD than Yatsyn 1 over September (94
versus 56 + 14.5 g day™!, P <0.07) which coincided
with a significantly higher herbage intake (1.78
versus 1.37 £ 0.038 kg DM day !, P < 0.04). The
percentage of ryegrass leaf was higher in Aries HD
pasture, as were ewe bite rate and calculated bite
weight. The time spent grazing on these ryegrass
cultivars was between 11.0 and 11.3 hours per 24-
h period. There was no significant difference in
growth rates of suckling lambs between cultivars.
Information on herbage nutritive value, herbage
intake, and grazing behaviour are discussed in
relation to the differences in ewe performance.
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INTRODUCTION

Herbage feeding value can be defined as the animal
performance response to the total herbage con-
sumed, or the worth of a herbage in terms of its
animal production (Ulyatt 1981a, 1981b; Laidlaw
& Reed 1993). Animal production itself is the result
of complex interactions between constituents of the
herbage, the physiological stage of the animal, the
gut microflora, and the environment (Freer 1981).
Differences in comparative feeding value can be
assessed in grazing trials where intake is not limited
by herbage availability (Ulyatt 1981a). The
proportion of a pasture plant that is digested
(apparent digestibility %) is a major component of
nutritive value (Ulyatt 1981b). Digestibility and
intake are considered to be the most important
limitations to animal production from pasture
(Hacker 1982), but any genetic gain in herbage
digestibility must be validated in animal trials
(Laidlaw & Reed 1993).

Wrightson Seeds Ltd have specifically selected
Aries HD perennial ryegrass for improved whole
plant digestibility and have demonstrated a 2.6%
greater in vitro organic matter digestibility than for
Yatsyn 1 perennial ryegrass in summer (Wrightson
Seeds Ltd 1995). However, in an initial lamb-
finishing experiment at Massey University in the
summer of 1995/96 (Bluett et al. 1997), better
animal performance was achieved on Aries HD
pasture than on Yatsyn 1 pasture because of the
effects of endophyte alkaloid concentrations and
associated ryegrass staggers rather than any
differences in nutritive value. The aim of the current
experiment was to assess the feeding value of Aries
HD perennial ryegrass using lactating ewes with a
high demand for nutrients in spring, before the
effects of endophyte alkaloids were apparent.






