
 

What is it about tall fescue that causes animal problems (i.e., fescue toxicosis)? 

Dennis W. Hancock, 
Extension Forage Agronomist, 

Crop and Soil Sciences Department 

Most tall fescue plants growing in Georgia have a fungus that lives in the plant. This fungus (known by 
its scientific name, Neotyphodium coenophialum) is an endophyte. "Endo" (which means within) and "phyte" 
(or plant) means an organism that lives within a plant. The terms "fescue fungus", "endophyte", "fungal 
endophyte", and "fescue endophyte" have all been used to describe the fungal organism that grows within 
endophyte-infected tall fescue. It is generally accepted that these terms refer to the same organism. 

This endophyte imparts some very positive characteristics in the tall fescue plant that it infects (pest 
resistance, drought tolerance, persistence under grazing, etc.). Unfortunately, the native (or wild-type) 
endophyte produces ergot alkaloids. These compounds are toxic to animals and cause many disorders in 
livestock that ingest these alkaloids. These days, a tall fescue variety is available that is infected with a “novel” 
or “friendly” endophyte. This novel-endophyte imparts essentially all the positive agronomic characteristics of a 
wild-type endophyte, but without producing any of the ergot alkaloid toxins. 

For more information on the toxins associated with the wild- or native-type endophyte, the effects they 
have on the animals, and how to manage the tall fescue that contain these toxins, check out these publications: 

Origin and History of Tall Fescue 
Tall Fescue Toxicosis and Management  
Tall Fescue Endophyte Concepts 
The Tall Fescue Endophyte Story  
Toxic Effects of Neotyphodium coenophialum in Horses  
Toxic Effect of Endophyte on Cattle  

http://pubs.caes.uga.edu/caespubs/pubcd/C861.htm
http://pubs.caes.uga.edu/caespubs/pubcd/C861.htm
http://forages.oregonstate.edu/is/tfis/book.cfm?pageID=366&chapter=1&section=0
http://www.plantmanagementnetwork.org/pub/cm/management/2004/toxicosis/
http://www.caes.uga.edu/commodities/fieldcrops/forages/pubs/Tall%20Fescue%20Endophyte%20Concepts.pdf
http://www.caf.wvu.edu/~forage/fescue_endophtye/story.htm
http://forages.oregonstate.edu/is/tfis/book.cfm?PageID=366&chapter=17&section=0
http://forages.oregonstate.edu/is/tfis/book.cfm?PageID=366&chapter=24&section=0
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