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Alfalfa Planting Tips 
 
If you are planning to seed alfalfa this spring, you most likely have most of your plans 
made.  You have chosen the field, conducted the necessary soil tests, selected an alfalfa 
variety, and finalized those last-minute planting arrangements.  Most of you are now at the 
stage where you are waiting for the weather to cooperate so that you can seed or drill 
alfalfa.  As you wait for the weather to cooperate, check over your seeding plans and see 
how they compare with some basic guidelines, as recommended by Warren Thompson, a 
national forage specialist. 
 
Choose fields with well-drained soil.  Thompson suggests that soils drain well internally and 
do not puddle or “pond”.  He discourages the use of soils with a hardpan near (or shallower 
than) three feet. 
 
Conduct soil tests.  Soil pH should be six and a half or above.  If lower, Thompson says 
apply lime, but save the field for another planting.  “It takes a minimum of six to eight 
months to correct or partially correct a pH problem on “open” soils, and around twelve to 
eighteen months to correct on ‘heavier’ soils,” he says.  “This is especially true if you need 
to elevate the level one full point or more.”  (Add phosphorus and potassium as described 
by soil test results.) 
 
Select an alfalfa variety.  Take time to research the numerous varieties available from 
Hoegemeyer Hybrid’s/Target Seed’s line-up.  Pay attention to dormancy and disease 
resistance ratings.  Consider whether you are going to hay it or graze it.  Ask questions and 
look at research data.  Thompson says this is a very critical step in the overall planting 
process.  “If you get a good stand, the price of seed represents only about five to seven 
percent of the total stand establishment cost,” he says.   “But, if the stand is poor, or the 
variety you choose is unproductive, those percentages increase in direct proportion to 
decreased yields.” 
 
Finalize planting arrangements.  Decide whether conventional tillage or no-till is best for 
your growing situation.  “More farmers each year are seeding no-till alfalfa,” says 
Thompson.  “But, it’s very important that growers follow proven no-till seeding 
recommendations.  Don’t take any shortcuts.” 
 
Head for the field. Thompson says you can begin seeding as soon as the frost is out of the 
ground and you can get into the field.  He cautions that precise placement of alfalfa seed is 
the last crucial step.  “More stands of alfalfa are lost during seeding than at any other time 
in the history of the field,” he says.  “Don’t bury the seed!  The ideal seed depth in most 
soils is one-quarter to one-half inch.  Deeper than this and you can kiss the stand 
goodbye.”  Thompson adds that some sandy soils may require deeper placement. 
 
In addition to Warren Thompson’s statements, make sure that your newly established seed 
has good seed-to-soil contact.  Many alfalfa seedings could be greatly enhanced if the 
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seeding is in a firm seedbed with good seed-to-soil contact (the fewer air pockets, the 
better).  If the seedbed is not firm, maybe you should be prepared to pack the soil after you 
drilled or seeded the new alfalfa field.  It could make a difference between seeding success 
or failure. 
 
What about enhancing thinning alfalfa stands?  It’s a sad thing, but alfalfa stands don’t last 
forever.  Ironically, due to autotoxicity, you can’t even add new alfalfa to old alfalfa, and you 
can’t follow alfalfa with alfalfa.  That’s why it’s important to evaluate your current alfalfa 
stands to determine the best time to over-drill with other crops, or to decide if it's time to let 
the field rest with a crop rotation.  Warren Thompson, in conjunction with Dr. Jim Moutray, 
offers the following guidelines: 
 
If your alfalfa stand drops below sixty percent, you should consider over-drilling with 
orchard grass either in the fall or early spring.  Use a no-till drill to seed at about four to six 
pounds of orchard grass per acre, and make sure the orchard grass seed is actually 
covered by soil. Another option is to over-seed with red clover at about six to eight pounds 
per acre.  Whichever option you choose, Thompson says, “Don’t dilly-dally around.  The 
sooner the seed gets in the ground, the better chances are for a satisfactory stand.” 
 
If your alfalfa stand is between thirty to forty percent, you should consider over-drilling with 
both orchard grass and red clover.  “This will help fill the holes in the alfalfa and prevent 
widespread weed encroachment,” says Thompson.  “You might also consider moving this 
field into a grain rotation system to harvest the accumulated nitrogen.” 
 
If your stand is below twenty percent, it’s time to plant an entirely different crop.  Consider 
row crops for a couple of years, then you can start over with a new seeding of alfalfa “from 
scratch”. 
 
Planting Tips:  A very firm seedbed is required. You should be able to dribble a basketball 
across the acres you plan to seed! 
Seed-to-soil contact is absolutely necessary. 
Fifteen to twenty pounds per acre is a good seeding rate.  
In clay-loam soils, plant ¼” to ½” deep – no more! 
In sand, plant ½” to ¾” deep. 
In the seeding year, a good stand will have 15 to 25 plants per square feet. 
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