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Key points 

• Time of cocksfoot cutting influenced seed yield. 

• A visual assessment of the seed rachis could be used as an easy and objective 

method to identify optimum cutting time.   

• Of the three timings assessed, the time of cutting that produced the greatest 

machine-dressed seed yield was when 43% of heads were at 90% rachis browning 

with a seed head moisture content of 29%. 

• Cutting four days before or six days after this optimum time reduced seed yield by 

250 - 270 kg/ha (23 to 25%). 

Introduction 

There is little information on the optimum time for cocksfoot cutting. Classical seed 

moisture (SM%) testing by rubbing out seeds is difficult with cocksfoot. The trial evaluated 

two pre-harvest descriptors, (i) whole seed head moisture and (ii) seed rachis browning, and 

related these two parameters to three cutting dates in an attempt to find an objective 

method to define optimum cutting time. 

Brief methods 

A second-year crop of cocksfoot (cultivar Savvy) planted at the FAR Chertsey Arable Site was 

used to assess three cutting dates in the 2018-19 season. Plots were 38 m long and were 

replicated three times in a randomised block design. 

Seed ripeness was assessed on the 11, 15 and 21 January, 2019 by collecting 40 random 

heads and visually assessing the percentage of rachis that was brown. The percent of heads 

that had ≥ 50% browning and ≥90% browning was calculated (Figure 1). The seed head was 

then separated from the stems and larger rachis from the compact spikelet masses, and the 

seed was dried at 105oC for 16 hours.  

The trial was cut with a plot windrower, cutting a 1.35 m wide swath and combine 

harvested with a plot combine. The seed was cleaned on an air-screen separator.  



 

Figure 1 Rachis (seed head stem) of cocksfoot seed heads approaching harvest, with no 

browning (left) 50% browning (centre) or >90% browning (right). 

Results and Discussion 

The time of cocksfoot cutting influenced seed yield, with the greatest seed yield occurring 

when the crop was windrowed at 29% seed head moisture content or when approximately 

three quarters of the heads (72%) contained a rachis that was greater than 50% brown or 

when just under half (43%) were greater than 90% brown (Table 1).  

Table 1 Seed head moisture percentage and head browning percentage at windrow cutting 

date, and machine dressed seed yield of cocksfoot, cultivar Savvy, from three harvest 

timings when grown at Chertsey, mid Canterbury in the 2018/19 season. 

Windrow 

date 

Harvest 

date  

Seed head 

moisture % 

% heads ≥50% 

brown 

% heads ≥90% 

brown 

machine dressed 

seed yield (kg/ha) 

11 Jan 22 Jan 41.3 28 5 830 

15 Jan 22 Jan 29.0 72 43 1080 

21 Jan 29 Jan 24.3 93 90 810 

 
LSD 5% 

 
 

 
63 



The seed yield differences were large across treatments, with plots cut at the optimal time 

averaging 1080 kg/ha whereas the plots cut 4 days before or 6 days later yielded 810 to 830 

kg/ha. This yield equated to a reduction of 23 to 25% from the greatest yield.  

Summary 

This preliminary trial indicated that cutting date of cocksfoot can have a large impact on 

seed yield and therefore economic outcomes of harvest. We evaluated two parameters that 

farmers could use as a predictor of harvest date. Taking 40 heads at random and assessing 

for rachis browning % or 90+% browning was very easy, whereas seed head moisture testing 

was less practical as an on-farm tool as it required equipment for drying. Verifying the 

results of this trial will be valuable in optimising cocksfoot harvest timing, and so the trial 

will be repeated next season (2019/20). 
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