ALFALFA TESTING FOR DRY LAND SITUATIONS

Selecting top quality alfalfa varieties for dry land situations is not as easy as it seems. All to often we tend to look at quantity of yield as the primary factor in selection and tend to pass over criteria like stand longevity and forage quality.

In cooperation with Colorado State University Cooperative Extension and the Upper Colorado Environmental Plant Center, researchers assembled 29 alfalfa varieties for evaluation. The test site was established in 1986 at the Plant Material Center near Meeker, Colorado at 6500 feet elevation and is characterized with silty clay loam soil and traditionally receives 16 inches of precipitation. By August 28, stands averaged 95% germination. The plots have been maintained on a strictly dry land regiment. Weed control has consisted of mechanical cultivation. There was no substantial or consistent differences distinguished in

1986.

In addition to the more traditional "Medicago Sativa" varieties (Epic, Riley, Blazer, Maverick, Ranger, Vernal, Armour, Ladak, Lahonton, Apollo, Desert, WL 316, Baker, T38407, NP 1000, WL 312, Pike, Arrow, Dawson, Deseret, German, Arc, Wrangler, Apollo II) several Medicago Falcata (rhizominous) varieties were included (Nomad, Travois, Rambler, Oremberg, Rhizoma, Spreader II) (chart #1).

In looking at the four year single cutting average from 1988-1991 several varieties readily stand out (refer to figure #1). Blazer and Oremberg produced 1.99 and 1.98 tons per acre respectively with Rambler (1.92), Epic (1.91) and Rhizoma (1.90) tons per acre. It should be pointed out that during this four year period the plots received two extremely dry years in 1989 and 1990, but in 1991 received a wetter than normal year.

An analysis of the dry years indicated that Rambler and Rhizoma produced (2.11 T/A) in a single cutting with Arrow (2.05), Dawson (2.02), and Pike (2.01) also in the top five (figure #2).

During the wetter than normal year Maverick (2.25) and Epic (2.21) came to the forefront with Pike (2.18), Rambler (2.18), and Oremburg (2.15) ton per acre with a single cutting (figure #3).

In an effort to stress the importance of quality of feed and not just using total yield for variety selection, an analysis was conducted to ascertain the percentage of dry matter and protein. This comparison conducted in 1988 revealed several interested comparisons that need careful consideration before making your selection.

The first cutting protein levels of these varieties were all similar, but when analyzing the second cutting for protein levels Pike was vastly superior (24%) to the next highest variety Apollo II with (20.74%). In a two cutting system three varieties excelled in total pounds of protein produced per acre, Pike with (847 pounds/acre), Rhizoma (747) and Riley (682) (figure #4).

When evaluating percent of digestibility in the same two cutting analysis in 1988, Epic averaged (2.6 T/A), Rhizoma (2.57 T/A) and Riley (2.45 T/A) (figure #5). Basically all varieties decreased in percent digestibility with the second cutting.

The challenge when selecting a dry land alfalfa variety should be to attain one that fits a total package, one that maintains quality that is evident in percent of digestibility and pounds of protein harvested along with total tonnage. There are several varieties in this study that may be applicable to your operation. Varieties consistently excelling in both quality and quantity of production included Rhizoma, Rambler, Pike and Epic. Pike or Rhizoma seem to be outstanding choices when selecting for areas having a severe drought potential, but still maintain excellent protein production.

For more information concerning a specific variety or the test in general please feel free to call Bill Ekstrom, Colorado State University Cooperative Extension Agent (303-878​4093), Roy Roath, Colorado State University Cooperative Extension Range Specialist (303​491-6543) or the Upper Colorado Environmental Plant Center (303-878-5003).
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	VARIETY
	TON
	RANK 91 TON
	
	RANK 90
	TON
	RANK 89
	TON
	RANK 8 8 AVERAGE
	RANK

	
	BLAZER
	2.14
	6
	1.18
	14
	2.78
	4
	1.86
	2
	1.99
	1

	
	OREMBURG
	2.15
	5
	1.23
	13
	2.75
	5
	1. 79
	3
	1.98
	2

	
	RAMBLER
	; 2.16
	4
	1.61
	2
	2.60
	9
	1.30
	14
	1.92
	3

	
	EPIC
	; 2.21
	2
	1.05
	20
	2.63
	8
	1. 74
	4
	1.91
	4

	
	RHIZOMA
	'1.82
	14
	1.61
	2
	2.60
	9
	1.58
	7
	1.90
	5

	
	BAKER
	2.10
	8
	1.28
	9
	2.30
	17
	1.66
	5
	1. 83
	6

	
	DAWSON
	2.12
	7
	1.01
	24
	3.03
	1
	1.15
	19
	1.83
	6

	
	SPREDER II
	1.80
	16
	1.54
	4
	2.46
	13
	1.50
	9
	1.82
	8

	
	PIKE
	2.18
	3
	1.17
	15
	2.85
	2
	1.03
	23
	1.81
	9

	
	MAVERICK
	I 2.25
	1
	1.17
	15
	2.82
	3.
	0.92
	26
	1. 79
	10

	
	ARROW
	1.67
	19
	1.72
	1
	2.37
	15
	1.32
	13
	1. 77
	11

	
	RILEY
	 1. 77
	17
	1.27
	10
	2.07
	28
	1.89
	1
	1. 75
	12

	
	RANGER
	! 1. 76
	18
	1.05
	20
	2.67
	6
	1.46
	10
	1. 73
	13

	
	ARC
	! 1.81
	15
	1.36
	6
	2.52
	11
	1.13
	20
	1. 71
	14

	
	TRAVOIS
	'1.59
	22 
	1.42
	5
	2.19
	19
	1.51
	8
	1.68
	15

	
	NOMAD
	1.59
	21
	1.17
	15
	2.26
	18
	1.61
	6
	1.66
	16

	
	WL-312
	; 2.06
	10
	0.95
	27
	2.15
	22
	1.45
	11
	1.65
	17

	
	T38407
	I 2.00
	12
	1.29
	8
	2.08
	25
	1.20
	17
	1.64
	18

	
	ARMOUR
	2.08
	9
	1.05
	20
	2.10
	24
	1.33
	12
	1.64
	18

	
	APOLLO II
	2.03
	11
	1.31
	7
	2.11
	23
	1.05
	21
	1.62
	20

	
	APOLLO
	1.91
	13
	0.99
	25
	2.19
	19
	1.05
	21
	1.53
	21

	
	WRANGLER
	1.62
	20
	0.97
	26
	2.52
	11
	0.94
	25
	.1.51
	22

	
	WL 316
	1.58
	23
	1.03
	23
	2.16
	21
	1.21
	16
	1.49
	23

	
	VERNAL
	1.20
	28
	0.86
	28
	2.65
	7
	1.27
	15
	L49
	23

	s
	LADAK
	1.43
	24
	1.25
	12
	2.08
	25
	1.19
	18
	1.49
	23

	
	GERMAN
	1.37
	27
	1.12
	19
	2.34
	16
	0.85
	28
	1.42
	26

	
	LAHONTON
	1.42
	25
	1.27
	10
	2.08
	25
	0.85
	28
	1.40
	27

	
	DESERT
	! 1.40
	26
	0.82
	29
	2.38
	14
	0.90
	27
	1.38
	28

	
	NP-1000
	I
	29
	1.13
	18
	1.91
	29
	1.02
	24
	1.30
	29
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