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FIELD TO FEEDBUNK
by Ev Thomas
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S NOTED in previous columns, 
in most cases I’m a propo-
nent of seeding alfalfa with 

a cool-season grass. The exception 
to this is when soil test potassium 
levels are low, but that’s a topic for 
another column. 

The grass in the stand can protect 
the alfalfa during a severe winter, it 
provides some “crop insurance” in the 
event of alfalfa winterkill, and when 
harvested at the boot stage, it has 
excellent quality. However, there’s 
considerable difference of opinion 
— including among agronomists — 
about the ideal amount of grass seed 
in an alfalfa-grass seeding. 

Right ratios
The number of seeds in a pound 

of cool-season grass differs greatly 
between species. At some recom-
mended seeding rates this would 
result in a widely varying number 
of grass seeds per square foot. For 
example, when seeded with alfalfa, 
one commonly used seed guide rec-
ommends a seeding rate of 4 pounds 
per acre for both tall fescue and tim-
othy. At those rates that amounts 
to 16 tall fescue seeds per square 
foot, but over 100 timothy seeds! A 
seeding rate of 8 pounds of alfalfa, 
as recommended in the same seed 
guide, would provide 40 alfalfa 
seeds per square foot. 

I recommend at least 12 pounds of 
alfalfa seed for alfalfa-grass seed-
ings. Because the ideal stand for 
alfalfa-grass includes about 30% 
grass, the recommended tall fescue 
seeding rate would probably come a 
lot closer to achieving that goal than 
over 100 timothy seeds per square 
foot. Because of its superior forage 
quality, my favorite grass species is 
meadow fescue. The guide recom-
mends 6 pounds of meadow fescue 
per acre, or 30 seeds per square foot. 
That’s too many, in my opinion.

Focus on seeding rates
It’s time to revisit the rate of grass 

in alfalfa-grass seedings. During 
the springs of 2021 and 2022, Cor-
nell University agronomists seeded 
1, 2, and 3 pounds per acre of sev-
eral varieties of diploid and tetra-
ploid meadow fescue with 15 pounds 
of alfalfa on three different farms 
in central and northern New York. 
They measured the percentage of 
grass in the stand and the forage 
quality in the first cutting the first 
full year after seeding. Note the 15 
pounds per acre alfalfa seeding rate 
in these trials, which is more than 
the 8 to 12 pounds per acre recom-
mended in some seed guides. 

As expected, as the grass seed-
ing rate rose, so did the percent-
age of grass in the first cut the year 
after seeding. In 2022, on the two 
central New York farms, the per-
centage of grass ranged from 18% 
to 34% when seeded at 1 pound per 
acre and between 26% and 38% 
when seeded at 3 pounds per acre. 
At the northern New York farm, 
the percentage of grass was 20% 
at 1 pound per acre and 26% at 3 
pounds per acre. 

The amount of grass in the mix-
tures was higher in 2021 than in the 
following year, almost certainly due 
to drought conditions in 2022. On 
the central New York farm seeded in 
2021, the forage composition in 2022 
ranged from 30% to 47% grass at 
the 1-pound seeding rate and from 
42% to 46% at the 3-pound seed-
ing rate. Even at the 1-pound per 
acre seeding rate, the percentage of 
grass was at or above what Cornell 
University recommends in alfalfa-
grass mixtures. 

Forage analysis found that tetra-
ploid varieties of meadow fescue had 
lower neutral detergent (NDF) at 
the recommended harvest time for 
the alfalfa, so these are preferable 
to the diploid varieties. There are 
a number of varieties of tetraploid 
meadow fescue on the market, and 
seed dealers should be able to assist 
in variety selection.

Weather plays a part
This data reveals a potential 

problem since the percentage of 
grass in the stand depends on the 
growing conditions during the 
first month after seeding. If the 
weather is cool and moist, we can 
expect better grass germination, 
and therefore, a higher proportion 
of grass in the stand. Under ideal 
grass seeding conditions, even a 
seeding rate of 1 pound per acre 
with 12 to 14 pounds of alfalfa can 
result in at least as much grass as 
needed for optimum yield and for-
age quality. Based on these results 
and other data, Cornell University 
agronomists recommend no more 
than 3 pounds of meadow fescue 
per acre when seeded with alfalfa, 
and sometimes even 3 pounds may 
be too much. 

Seeding rates are also affected by 
seedbed condition. Expect a higher 
germination rate with a fine, firm 
seedbed, including soil firming both 
before and after seed placement.

Alfalfa-grass seeding rates: 
TOO MUCH OF A  
GOOD THING?
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The author is retired from the William H. Miner 
Agricultural Research Institute and president of 
Oak Point Agronomics Ltd.
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