Check Alfalfa fields for winter injury

By Todd Vagts, ISU Extension Crop Field Specialist

Although northwest IA has experienced one of the mildest winters on record, winter injury could still be a problem in alfalfa fields.  A major factor to winter survival for alfalfa is to have a good insulative cover from snow.  As we all know, snow has been hard to come by this last winter.  In addition to cold stress, plants may be injured from heaving of plants from the soil and mid-winter de-hardening of plants, 

Cold Stress

During the snow-free periods, the area experienced a couple cold snaps that could be injurious to your alfalfa stands.  Alfalfa plants may be killed or weakened during continued exposure to temperatures of 5 to 15 degrees Fahrenheit.

Heaving of plants

Heaving of plants may occur in wet soils during excessive alternate freezing and thawing actions.  The heaving action breaks roots and exposes crown and root tissue to lethal air temperatures.
Mid-winter dehardening of plants.

Extended warm periods the area observed this winter may further stress alfalfa plants.  Plants that deharden use more of their carbohydrate reserves to regain a hardened state when cold temperatures return, leaving less reserves available for continued survival during the remaining winter and for spring regrowth.

Stand Evaluation

Winter-injured plants are often slow to recover in spring, so give the stand some time before making the decision on what to do with the field.  When evaluating the stand, consider crown condition, number of plants per square foot and age of the stand.
Begin checking the stand as soon as green-up is noticed.   Dig up crowns and look for dead or dying tissue.  A healthy plant’s taproot should be clean and white inside.  A taproot with more than 50% discoloration most likely will not survive past the first cutting.  Check the stand again when the alfalfa plants are 6 inches tall.  Select random 1-square foot sites for every 5 to 10 acres.  Count the number of stems per square foot.  University of Wisconsin research indicates that when an alfalfa field averages more than 55 stems per square foot, it has top yield potential.  (Table 1).  Some yield loss may be observed with 40 – 55 stems per square foot.  If the stem count is below 40 stems per square foot, replacing the stand should be considered.
[image: image1.emf]Table 1.  Alfalfa Stem Count and Yield
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Source:  Undersander and Cosgrove, Univ. WI, 1992
What to do with winter injured fields.

· If the stand is marginal, it may be best to leave it and obtain what forage will be produced.  Delaying first harvest will help the stand recover.

· If the field has a legume-grass mix and the grass is in good condition, then apply nitrogen fertilizer to stimulate grass production.

· For unacceptable stands, reseed alfalfa into an injured stand only if the original stand is less than 16 months old.

For more information on winter injured alfalfa, refer to PM-1362

