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How do you make decisions for a successful alfalfa crop when conditions may have affected the potential outcome?  

The first step is assessing this past year and the environmental conditions to determine your crops’ success for next 
year. If this past year was too wet and your existing alfalfa stands or newly seeded alfalfa fields were affected, they 
potentially could have issues again this next season. Alfalfa stands can be damaged by cold winters and spring 
frosts during the reestablishment of fall-seeded alfalfa and normal spring regrowth if the plants have not built up 
enough carbohydrates in their root systems. 

• Evaluating alfalfa stands will help growers understand and set expectations for their crops’ yield potential. 
Stands of 20 plants/square foot in new-seeded crops and at least 12 plants/square foot for existing alfalfa 
should be present. 

• When evaluating stands, look at individual plants for browning, decay, slow bud growth and yellowing. 
Evaluate the root system, especially the tap root, for decay, brown spots, dark spots in the root, discoloration, 
and stringy roots. Roots should be solid and have white pith if healthy. Look for thin stands in the field and 
continue to monitor. 

• Evaluate stem counts throughout the year to assess stands and to help determine yield potentials. 

Other agronomic concerns that may occur and need evaluating are insects and diseases, heaving, weed 
management, and product selection.  

The severity of spring black stem and leaf spot, like other fungal diseases, is dependent on the weather. A wet and 
cool spring can result in significant infection that can cause leaf drop and impact both yield and quality. Initial 
symptoms first appear on the leaves and stems as small black spots, referred to as tar spots. As the spots grow, they 
become irregular in shape, merge, and can cover almost the entire leaflet. The leaflet will become yellow and drop 
from the plant. As lesions merge on stems, they can girdle stems, causing them to die above the girdle point. A 
control tactic is to harvest early if the symptoms are common on the lower part of plants. If the plants are heavily 
infected, delaying harvest can result in significant yield and quality loss, as leaf loss can be significant. The pathogen 
overwinters on stems and dropped leaves, so grazing the aftermath in the fall can help reduce the inoculum for the 
coming year. The impact of the disease can be reduced by managing the crop for optimal plant vigor by maintaining 
proper pH, harvest schedule, and soil fertility.  

Soil heaving is most common on heavier soils that have been subjected to repeated cycles of freezing and thawing. 
High soil-moisture levels, lack of snow cover, and older stands with large tap roots are also contributing factors. 
Heaving or lifting tap roots out of the soil exposes crowns to injury by harvest equipment and cold temperatures. Tap 
roots can also be snapped. Often, plants will “green-up” above where tap roots were broken when temperatures 
warm, but plants usually will die as the spring progresses. Generally, if tap roots are broken at 1.5” or more from 
crowns, the plants will be significantly damaged at first cutting. These fields should be rotated out. If plants are 
heaved an inch or less, they most likely are not snapped and will produce at least a first cutting. If this is the case, set 
your cutterbar higher to minimize injury to crowns and harvest affected fields later than normal. Do not roll or try to 
press the plants back into soil, as this will result in more injury.  

Alfalfa weevils overwinter as adults and can be active very early in the growing season. Adults rarely cause 
economic injury, but the larvae can cause significant injury, especially if the first cutting is delayed. Larvae are light 
green, each with a white lateral stripe and shiny black head capsule. They feed on emerging leaf tips and can 
consume a significant amount of leaf tissue as they grow. 

Timing for the first cutting will also depend on the use of the crop. Taking the first crop as early as possible will help 
limit the impact of alfalfa weevils and spring black stem and leaf spot. If the first cutting is delayed as the result of 
winter injury, scouting your alfalfa fields will be necessary to determine when to cut your fields.  

Product selection can help create a successful crop. Factors that help determine the right product for your situation 
should include: 

• Evaluating winterhardiness versus fall dormancy. These two things are not the same. Fall dormancy relates to 
how soon an alfalfa product stops growing in the fall and how early it begins growing in the spring or late 
winter. The length of dormancy affects yield and can affect winterhardiness. Because fall dormant products 
have slower regrowth after harvest, the number of cuttings per year and yield may be reduced. Dormancy 
scores can range from a 1 or 2 (very dormant) to a 9 or 10 (non-dormant). 

Clippings – December 20, 2019  



• Winterhardiness scores determine the ability of an alfalfa product to withstand winter cold temperatures and 
stand longevity. The lower the winterhardiness rating the greater ability of a product to withstand winter 
temperatures (scores of 1, 2 & 3 are winterhardy while scores of 5 and 6 are not very winterhardy). 

• Base your product decisions on both, but if you live in areas that can freeze earlier in the fall or later in the 
spring, select products with stronger winterhardiness ratings. If you can manage your crop and harvest, select 
products with later fall dormancy ratings to increase your yield potential. 

• Select products that are high-yielding, have strong agronomic characteristics and offer disease tolerance.  

• Managing weeds is very important as weeds reduce yields and stand establishments very quickly. By planting 
a Roundup Ready alfalfa product, you can still maintain a high yield potential along with more options to 
manage weeds throughout the growing season.  

• Planting alfalfa for quality versus tonnage is determined mainly by management, but certain products such as 
HarvXtra offer low lignin attributes which can reduce the number of cuttings, maintain a high yield potential, 
and add quality while reducing costs and labor. 

Other factors to consider when planting alfalfa: 

• Understand your soil with a soil test to assess pH and nutrient needs, especially potassium. 

• Do not plant new alfalfa crops into established fields due to potential occurrence of autotoxicity. 

• Plant alfalfa into well-drained soils with pH at 6.5-7.0; plant seed no deeper than ½” into a firm seed bed. 
Creating an established stand can help maintain long-term stands. 

• Planting rates may vary based on your situation, but consider a range of 12 to 20 lbs/acre. 

• Unless forage production is needed early in the spring or winds are a problem in your area, plant alfalfa direct 
without a cover crop. 

• Manage your cuttings to reestablish carbohydrates in your roots for better alfalfa stands. 

Ask your local Bayer agronomist or sales representative about other alfalfa management recommendations and 
high-quality alfalfa products.  Request resource materials including a recent article titled “Alfalfa and Rubber Boots,” 
published in the November NAFA News; it discussed how alfalfa was affected by wet conditions this past year – and 
what growers could do about it. 
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