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Welcome! 
 

You are receiving this news-

letter because you receive 

land use tax benefits in our 

counties. Please call 540-825

-8591 or email                
stephanied@culpeperswcd.org 

to   remove yourself from our   

mailing list 

Fescue Toxicosis and Management  
Brad Jarvis, Extension Agent Agriculture, Madison County 

 
Tall fescue is among the most common cool season pasture grasses in 

Virginia and is widely grown in other countries with temperate climates.  

In the U.S., nearly all tall fescue pastures planted before 1980 are infect-

ed with Neotyphodium coenophialum, a microscopic fungus.  The fungus 

is commonly referred to simply as ñthe endophyte,ò because it grows in-

side (ñendoò) the plant (ñphyteò).  The common strain of this fungus pro-

duces toxins called ergot alkaloids, such as ergovaline.  These ergot alka-

loids cause fescue toxicosis, a severe livestock disorder that costs U.S. 

livestock producers up to $1 billion each year. 

 At present there is no cure for fescue toxicosis.  However, there 

are proven management strategies that avoid or lessen the extent of toxi-

cosis.  One strategy is replacement of toxic tall fescue with cultivars that 

are endophyte-free or contain non-toxic endophytes (novel endophytes).  

Other strategies involve management of toxic tall fescue pastures by a 

series of practices that limit the amount of toxin that is ingested by the 

animal. 

 Fescue toxicosis is most easily recognized by obvious physical 

symptoms such as fescue foot, maintaining winter hair coat in the sum-

mer, elevated body temperature, standing in water and no milk let down 

at parturition.  But some of the most serious symptoms of tall fescue toxi-

cosis are not readily apparent.  These symptoms include vasoconstriction, 

increased respiratory rate, low heart rate and serum prolactin, suppression 

of the immune system, reduced forage intake and low rate of weight gain.  

In addition, fescue toxicosis causes serious reproductive problems such 

as low pregnancy rates, thickened placenta, retained placenta and agalac-

tia (failure to produce milk).  The reproductive issues are particularly 

more severe in pregnant mares.  Recent research also indicates that fes-

cue toxicosis reduces sperm quality in bulls grazing tall fescue, resulting 

in decrease fertilization potential in beef cows. 

 Toxins responsible for tall fescue toxicosis are ergot alkaloids, a 

class of compounds produced by the endophyte.  Ergovaline is the most 

prevalent and most frequently researched of these alkaloids, although the 

other alkaloids may also prove to be partially responsible for tall fescue 

toxicosis. 

 Ergot alkaloids are highly concentrated in the seed but can be de-

tected in the leaf and stem tissue as well.  Ergot alkaloids concentrations  
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The District carries nonwoven 

geotextile (filter fabric) for 

sale that meets most state and 

federally funded project re-

quirements, as well as many 

on-farm needs.  Geotextile is 

sold by the foot, which comes 

in 12.5ô widths.  Please call 

the Culpeper Office at 540-

825-8591 for pricing and more 

information!  


