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Increased use of corn silage in dairy rations has led to rations high in nonfiberous 

carbohydrate (NFC) with the resulting sub-acute rumen acidosis and laminitis in dairy cows and 
reduced milk production. Simply replacing a portion of the corn silage with alfalfa does little to 
improve animal health problems since alfalfa has similar NFC to corn silage. However adding 
alfalfa mixed with grass to the dairy diet lowers the NFC of the ration since the grass has lower 
NFC. The purpose of this research was to seed different mixtures of alfalfa and grass to 
determine the emergence of alfalfa and grass in the seeded mixtures. 

Three grass species (meadow fescue [Festuca pratensis], tall fescue [Festuca 
arundinacea] and orchardgrass [Dactylis glomerata]) were seeded with alfalfa at three locations 
in Wisconsin (UW Arlington, Lancaster, and Marshfield Research Stations) in 2010. Alfalfa was 
seeded at the rate of 60 seeds/ft2 with varying grass seeding rates as shown in the table. All seed 
had over 90% germination. Seedling emergence was based on plant counts taken 30 to 40 days 
after seeding. 

The data in the table show that seeding rate of the grass had little effect on plant counts 
taken 30 to 40 days after seeding.  Tall fescue and meadow fescue has similar emergence (26 and 
24%, respectively) while 
orchardgrass had lower 
emergence (9%).  The grass 
establishment was significantly 
higher at Lancaster than at the 
other two sites, suggesting a 
large environmental effect for 
establishment.   

At the same time, alfalfa was much 
less affected by the site (environment) than 
the grasses.  The percentage emergence of 
grasses was not affected by the grass 
seeding rate except at the very highest levels 
of grass seed.  Therefore higher grass 
seeding rates resulted in higher grass 
percentages, even though alfalfa seeding rate 
was held constant. The effect of the grass 
mixtures on alfalfa establishment is shown 
in the graph at the right.  In general, as grass 
seeding rate increased, the alfalfa declined 
as a percent of the total stand.  It is also 
apparent that orchardgrass had less effect on 

alfalfa stand reduction than the other two species.   

Thus, seeding rate recommendations for mixtures will result in varying alfalfa-grass 
percentages depending on the environment during the seedling establishment phase. 

Effect of alfalfa/grass seeding rate on grass emergence. 
 Percent Grass Seeded (seed count basis) 
Grass species 15 30 45 60 75 
 Percent of seeded grass that emerged 
Meadow Fescue 28.6 28.3 22.5 22.0 19.2 
Orchardgrass 10.5 8.7 8.5 8.6 7.6 
Tall Fescue 29.9 28.5 26.0 26.3 19.8 
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