
Making High 
Quality Alfalfa



Primary objectives

ÂYield

ÂQuality

ÂPersistence





The 3 Factors That Most 
Affect Forage Quality Are:



Maturity



s0160



Timely harvest
ÂThe largest single effect on forage quality is 

date of harvest.

Daily Rate of Forage Quality Change in Spring

Component 2006 -2009

Crude Protein -0.25

Neutral Detergent Fiber 0.43

NDFD -0.43

RFV -2.9

RFQ -3.6





Alfalfa Maturity Affects Milk Production

% 

Concentrate

Alfalfa maturity (bloom)

Pre Early Mid Full

4% Fat

Corrected

Milk, 

lb/day

20 80 68 57 52

37 83 69 62 55

54 87 77 66 65

71 86 77 65 70
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Extra concentrate 

CANNOT fully replace 

the loss in feed value 
(or milk production) 
when alfalfa quality 
declines.



The 3 Factors That Most 
Affect Forage Quality Are:



Maturity



Harvest Losses

Storage Losses



Mechanical losses
% of nutrients lost

Operation Average Range

Mowing 2 1 - 4

Conditioning 5 2 - 10

Raking 8 3 - 20

Tedding 7 3 - 25

Baling

square 7 3 - 8

round 9 4 - 18

Total 24 12 - 50
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Leaf Structure

Upper and lower 

epidermis    is heavily 

coated with wax

V conserves water 

V protects surface cells

Stomatal opennings

Legumes have 10 times more 

stomata than grasses
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Stomatal openings 

Conditioning

Weather regulated

Osmotic & Cell forces

Time
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Sequence of Drying Forages
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Conditioner types

Flail/impellers

Rubber intermeshing Rolls
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Source: Koegel et al., 1985

Leaf loss of different conditioner 

types

Leaves removed from 

stems by impeller


