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There are strategies to spread that harvest window.
One way is to plant a high-quality variety in some fields
and a standard quality in others. Varieties of high quality
can be 15 to 20 points higher in RFV on any given day
than standard varieties. When the standard reaches 170,
the high-quality variety is still 190. Figure a decline of four
points per day and you’ve given yourself an extra five days
to get to those fields. High quality varieties now have some
good supporting data, but your ultimate yield should still
be the most important factor when making a seed selec-
tion.

The rapid decline in first crop forage quality points to
the importance of having equipment appropriately sized
to harvest hay in a short period of time. Spending three
weeks harvesting will certainly result in some low-quality
forage. Ideally, harvest should only take a week to 10 days.
So plan you labor and equipment needs accordingly.

To help in timing of harvest, some states are able to
track alfalfa’s RFV through a program called Scissor Cut
Projects. Field samples from several sites are taken
weekly, starting as early as May 10, analyzed and publi-
cized over the radio, in local newspapers and even through
e-mail. The idea is to get the information out as soon as
possible. Since alfalfa often doesn’t flower normally on
first-cutting, producers may wait too long for the desired
stage of growth.

Contact your county extension office or forage and
grasslands council as to whether a similar service is
being offered in your area.

Allocating Forage
by Cattle Class

Any forage production system will produce a variety of
hay quality in any one given year due to variability in
weather conditions, labor availability and equipment limi-
tations. Whether you’re buying or selling hay, it is impor-
tant to know what you have and how to use it. For the
end-user, allocating forage by cattle class is imperative
for maximizing efficient use. Relative feed value provides
an indication of the digestibility and how much an animal
can eat of a forage. It’s an easy method of ranking a for-
age and more accurate than using protein content alone
as a quality indicator.

Use the following figure as a quick guide to forage
allocation by cattle class. Dairy producers will refine this
system further to accommodate their herd needs, which
vary significantly as noted in the figure.

The key to any successful forage feeding program is to
properly allocate your forage. Compare your forage in-
ventory to projected needs and adjust forage harvesting
and purchasing plans accordingly. Make an inventory and
allocation worksheet (similar to the following pages) part
of your forage record keeping for an organized, well
thought-out forage feeding system. For top managers
this means producing high yields, capturing the best
quality when harvesting, buying forages at the best
possible value and utilizing feeds in a manner to generate
more farm profit.
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