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Abstract. 

Herbage intake is one of the factors determin ing animal performance. I ntake 

and q ual ity of the d iet consumed by animals are both determined by selective 

g razing .  The motivation to g raze selectively is in part a function of d ietary 

preferences . The study of d iet selection requ i res knowledge of what an imals 

prefer to eat when there are no or minimal constraints to them obta in ing their 

d iet. This experiment aimed to investigate the effect of relative ava i lab i l ity of a 

p referred species on dairy cattle response at g razing , and to evaluate the 

feasibi l ity of the use of monocultures of pasture species for stud ies of 

p references of dairy cattle. Three species-contrasts each composed of two 

adjacent 1 -ha monocu ltures of either White clover: Ryegrass (W_Rye) ,  Lotus 

corniculatus: Ryeg rass (L_Rye) or Lotus corniculatus: Red clover (L_Red) were 

used . White c lover (W) and lotus (L) had been previously determined as 

p referred over ryegrass (Rye) and red clover (Red) .  Each species-contrast was 

subd ivided into four  plots and the heig ht of the preferred species was set at 4, 

6 ,  8 and 1 0  cm, whereas that of the less preferred species was set at 1 0  cm 

across plots . Groups of yearl ing Holstein heifers g razed the p lots, and 

observations on g razing behaviour were made by record ing g razing activity and 

species location at 1 0-minute intervals d u ring dayl ight hours for three 

consecutive days , twice in summer and twice in autumn during 95/96 at the 

Ag Research F lock House Research Centre , near Bul ls. During summer, a 

second week of g razing fol lowed each period of observations for g razing 

a ctivity, where attempts to estimate herbage dry matter intake and d iet 

composition using the a lkane technique were made. From the species-location 

i nformation,  total g razing time (GTt) , expressed in hours,  and d istribution of GTt 

between preferred (GTp) and less preferred (GTI) species was obtained . The 

p roportion of GTt al located to g razing the preferred species was considered as 

a measure of preference. Statistical analysis was performed by GLM 

p roced ures of SAS . Reg ression analyses were carried out for g razing  activity 

parameters on actual height of the preferred species. 
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Animals showed preference for a mixed d iet with partial preference for the 

leg ume component (W, 67 % ,  and L, 70 %) over g rass, whereas partial 

p reference i n  the L_Red species-contrast was close to ind ifference (l, 55 %) .  

H owever, th is partial preference differed between seasons,  be ing i n  genera l  

stronger i n  summer than in autumn. Partia l  preference decreased with 

decreases in heig ht of the preferred species . However, herbage bu lk  density 

(BD) appeared to be important also in influencing p reference s ince more 

marked responses to height were observed in autumn when swa rd h ad lower 

B D  compared with summer. Botanical composition of the sward u pper stratum 

was a lso considered to influence animal preferences . 

D iet composition est imation from herbage and faecal a lkanes suggested that 

an imals consumed the preferred species at h ig her proportions than ind icated by 

the p roport ion of GTt a l located to the preferred species . This was possibly due 

to d ifferences in rate of intake between herbage species . However, more 

research is needed in th is area in order to establish more accu rately the 

relationsh ip between these two techniques . 

l t  is concluded that an imals respond to changes in herbage avai lab i l ity of a 

p referred species and to species choice by adjusting g razing t ime between 

p referred and less preferred species. lt would be appropriate to research the 

potentia l  an imal performance benefits of increasing the avai lab i l ity of a 

p referred species in p roportion to that prefe rred by the an imals.  

This works confirms the use of monocultures of pasture species to be usefu l in 

the evaluation of preference of dairy cattle .  Inclusion of a wider arrangement of 

species-contrasts is recommended . 
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