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General Production Information 

●     Background 

"Alfalfa" is the official common name but "best fodder,"and "lucerne" are used in many other 
parts of the world. Sometimes called "queen of the forages" because it of its high digestible by 
ruminant livestock. 

Origins and Introductions. Alfalfa evolved with cold tolerance genes in southwestern Asia; 
wide adaptation in temperate zones of the world. First introduced into Georgia in 1736. But more 
successfully reintroduced into U.S. from Peru to California a century later. Grown in nearly all 
states now. 

Production- Alfalfa is grown on 120,000 acres in Texas and used in dairy, beef feedlot, and 
horse industries. Produces several cuttings per year, for 4 or more years. Fall growth provides 
winter grazing in the inter-mountain west. Today plant explorers collect wild alfalfa in foreign 
lands along with soil samples with Rhizobium for nitrogen fixation research.

●     Planting: Alfalfa produces best on deep, fertile, well-drained soils with a pH of 6.5. Soil is 
plowed, disced, and harrowed for a firm, well-prepared seed bed. Seed is planted 1/4 to 1 ½ inch 
deep in the fall to take advantage of seasonal rain and fewer weed problems. 

●     Fertility: Fertilization stimulates root growth for winter survival, quick spring re-growth, and 
summer drought resistance. Phosphorus & pH are critical.

●     Irrigation: 60% is sprinkler irrigated, 10% is by flood irrigated, and 30% is rain-fed.

●     Production: Grown on 120,000 acres - mostly in Far West Texas (El Paso), High Plains 
(Amarillo), & Rolling Plains (Red River). 

●     Harvest: Alfalfa is harvested 4 to 7 times per year, every 30 days.  
Production exceeds 480,000 tons.  
90% goes into large bales (1000 lbs or more), 10% is in small squares.  
Dairies use 50%, feedlots 45%, & horses 4%. 

The Crop Profile/PMSP database, including this document, is supported by USDA NIFA.



 
 

Field Tasks and Re-entry Issues

Field Tasks Worker & REI/Pesticide Issues
  
Prior to planting  
Soil prep. / field operation 
Fertilization & pesticides  
Weeds

Light tillage for seedling weeds 
No chemigation is practiced 
Spot spray glyphosate - 10 days pre-plant

  
Planting / Early season  
Planting  
Irrigation  
Weeds  
Insects  
 

Seed treatments - applied by seedsmen

Mid season  
Weed Control 

 

Hand weeding  
Herbicide 
Application 

None is practiced 
Use <25% of acres treated, no re-entry 
needed for 5 days 
90% is by ground, 10% is aerial

Insects/Insecticide
 

Scouting 
Application  
Insecticides 

Conduced by farmer, no REI issues 
<10% of crop is sprayed; 90% by ground, 
10% aerial 
No re-entry needed for 2 days

Diseases/Fungicide
No fungicides are applied

Irrigation
Applied 2 or more days after any pesticide 
is applied 
Done from ends of field or by automated 
sprinkler.



Pre harvest/Harvest Prep

Scouting  
Apply Harvest Aids  
Harvest 

 

None conduced at this time 
None are applied 
Totally mechanized 

Post Harvest No REI issues
 
 
 
Insect Pests

Overview

●     Alfalfa weevils and aphids are early-season pests and may require one insecticide treatment. 
Additional treatments may be needed after the first cutting some years. Alfalfa caterpillars and 
grasshoppers are mid and late-season problems some years. 

●     15 to 22% of the crop is sprayed, depending on overwintering and spring weather.

Alfalfa Weevil

●     Most common and destructive insect pest; adults overwinter in plant debris. Weevils eat holes in 
leaves and cause severe defoliation.

●     Resistant varieties, beneficial insects, and timely harvests help but do not circumvent insecticide 
use. Growers may harvest early to reduce crop losses and avoid having to spray. Larvae are 
crushed by harvesting equipment and then dessicate.

●     Parasitic wasps, pathogens, lady bugs (beetles), lacewings, and damsel bugs help reduce larvae 
numbers. Insecticides are still essential.

●     Fields are typically scouted by farmers; not hired scouts. About 10% of the acreage is treated for 
weevils. Carbofuran (Furadan) is the most commonly applied insecticide for alfalfa weevil 
control. Any other pests are controlled concurrently. About 8 to 12% of the acreage is treated 
each year with carbofuran. 

Spotted Alfalfa Aphid

●     Spotted alfalfa aphids suck sap, retard growth, and reduce yields. 

●     Some resistant varieties are available but chemical control is essential when economic thresholds 



are reached. Early cuttings reduce populations by crushing and exposing aphids to sunlight.

●     Alfalfa aphids are usually a spring problem. Control is usually obtained when spraying for alfalfa 
weevils. If only aphids need treatment then chlorypyifos (Lorsan) is more effective and is 
preferred.

Other Pests

●     Pea Aphid & Blue Alfalfa Aphid are cool season pests in the first cutting and are usually 
controlled when spraying for alfalfa weevil. Blue alfalfa aphids inject a toxin leads to severe 
stunting and eventually plant death. 

●     Alfalfa Caterpillar occurs later in the growing season and consumes bodacious amounts of 
leaves. A parasitic wasp Cotesia medicaginis helps control populations. Early harvesting kills egg 
masses and larvae. Not an annual pest; treated periodically when high populations developed.

●     Grasshoppers are an "occasional pest". They migrate into alfalfa fields and cause extensive 
damage foliage, blossoms, and seed pods, causing yield reductions. Control is essential when 
populations explode or when seed production is involved.

●     Blister Beetles present in any amount of hay (zero tolerance) kills horses. 

 
Table 1. Summary of Insecticide Use in Texas Alfalfa

Chemical Rate (lb ai/acre) % of Acres Treated Total lbs. ai applied/year
Alfalfa Weevils     
Carbofuran (Furadan) 0.55 8 5700
Methyl Parathion (Several) 0.50 2 1300
Aphids(several)    
Chlorpyrifos (Lorsban) 0.55 6 4300
Blister Beetle    
Carbaryl (Several) 1.00 2 2600
TOTAL  18 13,900

 
 
 
Weeds



●     Weeds are not a major problem in alfalfa, compared to weeds in annual row crops. The crop is 
highly competitive due its perennial growth habits, frequent cuttings (which remove annual 
weeds or exhaust perennial weeds), a deep tap root, and nitrogen-fixing ability. Only some new 
stands are treated with a herbicide before planting and 20% of the established fields are treated. 

●     During the first year, weed control is critical as alfalfa seedlings get established. Alfalfa is 
commonly seeded in the fall to take advantage of seasonal moisture. Light tillage removes 
emerged weeds before planting. Frost kills summer weeds. Weed control in the following years 
may be necessary. Since alfalfa is a perennial crop, weed competition is less significant in 
established stands.

●     Annual grasses, such as rescue grass, foxtail, Texas panicum, cheat (common in northern Texas), 
ryegrass, and volunteer wheat grow faster than the alfalfa. Volunteer wheat can be a problem.

●     Benefin (Balan) is applied on 5 to 10% of the new-crop acreage (2% of the total acreage).

●     If weeds are a severe problem after planting, 20% of the new plantings are sprayed 
postemergence with imazethapyr (Pursuit) at labeled rates to control winter annuals, (mustards 
and rescue grass) to avoid competition and weed seed. 

●     Most weed problems are minimized by the 28 to 35 day cutting cycles of irrigated alfalfa 
production. Some weed problems merit some herbicide treatment - either whole fields or spot 
treatments for isolated infestations. 

●     Summer annual broadleaf weeds can be competitive early in the season due to their fast growth. 
Russian thistle (tumble weed) is a problem in bare spots and along field margins. Pigweed is 
common everywhere and is a special problem in the establishment years. Kochia grows fast and 
looks similar to but is taller than alfalfa. This early-season height advantage seriously reduces 
crop yields and interferes with mechanical harvesting. 

●     Dodder is a parasitic non-photosynthetic weedy plant. Seed may live in soil for 20 years or more. 
Plants appear as a yellow or orange hair-like mass over the crop, with plug-like invasions into the 
vascular system of the host plant. Dodder usually occurs in small patches within a field and 
sometimes can be suppressed with herbicides. 

●     15 to 25% of the total acreage is treated with a herbicide. Herbicide use in established alfalfa 
usually is applied postemergence when weeds are in seedling stages - usually in the spring. 
Growers use the full labeled rates. 

●     Imazethapyr (Pursuit) is the most commonly-used herbicide in alfalfa and is applied on 35% of 
the treated acreage. Hexazinone (Velpar) is used on about 30% of the treated acreage and gives 
good residual control. Metribuzin (Sencor and others) is applied postemergence on 25% of the 



treated acreage for winter and summer annuals - grass and broadleaf weeds. Diuron (Karmex) is 
used on 5% of the crop, mostly in the High Plains region. 

●     Several herbicides are selected for specific weed problems. For example, sethoxydim (Poast) 
gives good grass control and is used on 2% of the treated acres. Trifluralin (Treflan and others) is 
applied in localized areas for dodder. Glyphosate (Roundup and others) enables farmers to spot 
treat areas in and around an alfalfa field.

●     Clethodim (Select) is particularly useful for perennial and annual grass control. This herbicide is 
an important for postemergence control. 

 

Table 2. Herbicide Use for Weed Control in Alfalfa

Herbicide
Rate 
(lb ai/

A) 

% of total Acres 
Treated

Total lbs. ai 
applied/yr Notes on Common Uses

Seedling Alfalfa     
Benefin (Balan) 1.2 2.0 3100 PPI at establishment
Established Alfalfa     

Imazethapyr (Pursuit) 0.09 7.0 800 Most common herbicide; 
broad spectrum control

Hexazinone (Velpar) 0.9 4.0 4700 Spring application or when 
dormant 

Metribuzin (Sencor) 0.7 3.5 3200 Rescue grass & small winter 
annuals

Diuron (Karmex) 1.5 1.0 2000 High Plains areas, semi-
dormant

Clethodim (Select) 1.0 0.8 1000 Grass control
Sethoxydim (Poast) 0.46 0.6 400 Grass control
Trifluralin (Treflan) 1.0 0.6 800 Spot-grasses & dodder
Glyphosate (Roundup) 1.0 0.5 700 Spot- treat severe weeds
TOTAL  20 16,700  

 
 
 
Diseases and Nematodes 



●     Diseases are not a major factor in alfalfa commercial production

●     Seed treatments are essential at planting but no fungicides are applied to the crop. 

●     Phytophthora (Cotton Root Rot) causes devastating losses in many crops and prevents alfalfa 
production in central and eastern areas of Texas. No practical controls are known. Alfalfa simply 
is not produced where this pathogen is present in the soil. 

●     Anthracnose/Crown Rot causes damage in high-rainfall areas but is not treated because the crop 
is harvested frequently (every four weeks) before the disease becomes severe. Anthracnose-
resistant varieties may be planted in some areas. 

●     Leaf spot occurs in humid regions during cool, wet weather, and reduces yield. Irrigation timing 
helps reduce damage.

●     Nematodes feed on alfalfa crowns and roots, cause stunting, and reduce yields. Some resistant 
varieties available. Fields may be rotated but nematocides are used in alfalfa. 
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