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Agronomy Spotlight

Alfalfa Seeding Management Practices

•	 Using quality seed and planting at an optimum seeding rate are important factors that can affect alfalfa 
production for many years; however, managing the stand after establishment is also critical.

•	 Seed products for your field conditions should be selected based on high yield potential, adequate winter 
survival, and disease resistance.

•	 Glyphosate resistant alfalfa products can help provide more weed control options compared to a 
conventional alfalfa product.

Alfalfa Product Selection Criteria

Yield potential. Select products that demonstrate high yield potential across multiple years and locations. 

Winter survival. Products should be selected based on the classifications for fall dormancy and winter 
hardiness for a specific region. Alfalfa stand, longevity, and forage quality are impacted by the fall dormancy 
and winter hardiness of a product. Fall dormancy ratings indicate the recovery rate of an alfalfa product, while 
winter hardiness ratings indicate the potential longevity of the stand.

Pest resistance. Identify the most significant pests for your region. Products may be available that can help 
manage aphids, nematodes, root diseases, potato leafhoppers, and silverleaf whitefly. Pest resistance ratings 
for alfalfa products are available in product profile sheets or from your brand representative.

Seeding Rates and Seed Coatings

If using a coated alfalfa seed, it is recommended to continue to use the seeding rate you have been planting. 
Please refer to your brand representative or local extension office for additional planting recommendations.

Considerations should be taken when planting coated alfalfa seed:

•	 Use the most suitable seeder for your specific soil conditions.

•	 Placing the correct amount of seed in firm soil at the proper depth can help improve seed-to-soil contact 
for increased germination and uniform emergence.

•	 Calibrate your seeder to help optimize the coated seed flow when planting.

Always refer to the manufacturer’s manual before performing any maintenance.

Nutrient and Soil pH

Alfalfa nutrient removal is high because above ground plant material is normally harvested three to five times 
per growing season. Soil testing should be completed to determine soil pH levels and to accurately estimate 
nutrient requirements, especially for phosphorous (P) and potassium (K). The recommended soil pH level for 
alfalfa is between 6.8 and 7.0, but a wider window of 6.5 to 7.5 can still provide adequate alfalfa production 
if managed. Split applications of P and K based on yield goals are recommended after the first and third 
cuttings. More applications may be beneficial if needed; however, late winter and early spring applications 
should be avoided to help minimize the potential for winter injury.



cropscience.bayer.com   •   Page 2 of 3 
Bayer and Bayer Cross Design are registered trademarks of Bayer Group. ©2021 Bayer Group. All rights reserved.

Alfalfa Seeding Management Practices
Weed Control

Conventional alfalfa products have limited weed control options, which can hinder stand establishment and 
persistence, resulting in lower yield potential. The Roundup Ready® Alfalfa system provides alfalfa producers 
the advantage of broad-spectrum weed control and application flexibility with Roundup® brand agricultural 
herbicides, which can help deliver excellent weed control. Herbicides with one or more different sites of action 
should be used at least once during the middle years of production to help prevent weed species shifts or 
resistance.

Companion or Nurse Crop

A second crop seeded along with alfalfa during planting is called a nurse or companion crop. Oats are one 
of the most commonly used companion crops and can help prevent soil erosion and provide additional 
competition against weeds while the alfalfa crop is established. A nurse crop seeded at higher rates can lower 
alfalfa stand density. Additionally, the forage quality of alfalfa with a nurse crop can be lower than that of a pure 
alfalfa seeded field.

Evaluating Alfalfa Stands

New stands. Before stems are visible, a sampling frame of one square 
foot can be tossed in the field at random locations to take plant counts 
(Figure 1). Plan on taking 10 to 20 samples per 10 acres. The more 
variability within a field, the more samples should be taken. An alfalfa 
stand seeded last year should have high yield potential if stand counts are 
20 plants per square foot and may still yield well with as few as 12 plants. 
The minimum number of healthy plants per square foot for a desirable 
alfalfa stand ranges from 5 to 12.

Established Stands. A more accurate method to assess established alfalfa stands and estimate yield 
potential is to count stems. This can be done once stems have begun to grow. Older stands tend to have 
fewer individual plants, but more stems per plant. For this method, use a sampling frame 17 inches by 17 
inches or about 2 square feet. Count the stems within the frame at four to five random locations in the field. 
Divide the average stem count by 2 to determine average stems per square foot. Use this number to estimate 
the yield potential of the stand.

Autotoxicity

Limited seedling establishment may occur when seeding into existing stands or into a field where alfalfa 
was recently removed. Autotoxicity is a problem in alfalfa stands that are two or more years old. However, 
reseeding into an existing stand is generally successful if the stand is less than one year old and soil pH and 
fertility in those areas is optimum. 

Autotoxic compounds produced by alfalfa can inhibit plant growth, increase the number of days to germination, 
reduce root and shoot length, and negatively affect future yield potential. In cases where alfalfa stands are thin, 
but it is not practical to destroy the stand, consider interseeding grasses or clover to meet forage needs.

Yield versus Quality

Alfalfa forage quality and yield are inversely related to the alfalfa growth cycle. Early harvest results in low yield 
but high forage quality, while delayed harvest can result in high yield but low forage quality. Generally, cutting 

Figure 1. Counting stems method.
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based on the growth stage of alfalfa may result in more consistent and predictable forage yield potential and 
quality than when harvested on a calendar basis.

Summary

•	 Using best production management practices after alfalfa establishment is as critical as seed selection.

•	 When planting new alfalfa or managing an existing stand, evaluate options for best weed management 
practices.

•	 Several considerations should be taken when using coated seed.
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Legal Statements
In the following states, purchase and use of HarvXtra® Alfalfa with Roundup Ready® Technology is subject to a Seed and Feed Use Agreement, requiring that products of this technology can only be used on farm or otherwise be used 
in the United States: Arizona, California, Colorado, Idaho, Montana, Nevada, New Mexico, Oregon, Utah, Washington and Wyoming. In addition, due to the unique cropping practices do not plant HarvXtra® Alfalfa with Roundup Ready® 
Technology or Roundup Ready® Alfalfa in Imperial County, California, pending import approval and until Forage Genetics International, LLC (FGI) grants express permission for such planting.

Roundup Ready® Alfalfa and HarvXtra® Alfalfa with Roundup Ready® Technology have pending import approvals.

GROWERS MUST DIRECT ANY PRODUCT PRODUCED FROM HARVXTRA® ALFALFA WITH ROUNDUP READY® TECHNOLOGY SEED OR CROPS (INCLUDING HAY AND HAY PRODUCTS) ONLY TO UNITED STATES DOMESTIC USE. It is a violation 
of national and international law to move material containing biotech traits across boundaries into nations where import is not permitted. Growers should talk to their grain handler or product purchaser to confirm their buying position for 
this product. Visit www.ForageGenetics.com/legal for the full legal, stewardship and trademark statements for these products.

ALWAYS READ AND FOLLOW PESTICIDE LABEL DIRECTIONS. Performance may vary, from location to location and from year to year, as local growing, soil and weather conditions may vary. Growers should evaluate data from multiple 
locations and years whenever possible and should consider the impacts of these conditions on the grower’s fields.
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