
 

 

 

Fall Harvest Management of Alfalfa 

By John McGregor, MFGA Extension Support 

 

As we move into fall many alfalfa growers are 
concerned about the Critical Harvest Period and 
taking a final cut. 

Here in Manitoba the Critical Harvest Period or 
rest period normally starts around the 19th (13th -
21st) of August and runs for 6 weeks. During the 
critical fall period, a number of developmental 
anti physiological changes occur in response to 
decreasing day lengths and reduced air 
temperatures. The plants accumulate root 
reserves, initiate crown buds, and develop cold 
hardiness. These changes increase the plant's 
ability to tolerate low-temperature and other 
environmental stresses. The higher the degree of 
stress tolerance, the greater is the ability of 
alfalfa to tolerate adverse winter conditions. 
During this period alfalfa under average growing 
conditions should receive enough growing 
degree days (GDD) to fully recharge its root system to provide adequate root reserves 
necessary for winter survival and persistence, as well as vigorous spring growth and 
good first cut yield. This period typically requires about 450 GDD. After the six weeks 
there shouldn’t be enough re-growth to draw down those reserves or less than 200 
GDD. 

Alfalfa is a perennial plant that stores carbohydrates or food 
reserves in the crown and roots.  These reserves are 
utilized for over wintering purposes, to initiate growth in the 
spring and after each cutting.  Carbohydrate reserves follow 
a cyclical pattern of storage and depletion (Figure 1).  The 
dark part shows the level of stored energy. If the last cut 
was taken at a relatively mature stage then the roots are full 
of energy as the plant grows it pulls energy to the top 
growth. As soon as there is sufficient top growth the 

reserves are replenished in the roots by the photosynthate 
generated in the top growth. 
The best harvest strategies utilize this pattern to provide the 

maximum forage yield and quality while maintaining reserves at levels conducive to 

stand productivity and longevity. 

 

Figure 1  The above schematic 
illustrates the relative energy 
reserves in the alfalfa roots. 
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How does cutting affect winter hardiness and winterkill? 

 

When an alfalfa plant is cut, the initial re-growth that follows is produced from root 

reserves. The stored food levels drop during the first 3 weeks of growth, or until new 

growth is about 5 inches. As new leaves are developed, they begin to manufacture their 

own energy (carbohydrates) for growth.  Surplus food produced by the leaves begins to 

move to the roots and crown and is stored there. In two to three more weeks it has 

manufactured enough energy to once again replenish the root reserves. This point is 

usually reached at about full bloom.  

Producers that follow a 28-35 day cutting plan during the growing season don’t enable 

the alfalfa plant to fully recharge its roots and therefore it is always recommended that 

you allow at least one cut to go to flower so that the roots have an opportunity to 

recharge. 

In the fall, the final cut should be timed either early enough to allow reserves to build up, 

prior to the first killing frost or the accumulation of 450 GDD or cut late enough so that 

lower fall temperatures prevent additional growth from occurring or less than 200 GDD. 

Cutting in the middle, of the Critical Period (3rd or 4th week), is usually higher risk than 

cutting at either the beginning or end of the Period. 

 
One final point when taking a final cut, leave enough stubble to trap 15-20 cm, of snow. 
This can be provided by leaving strips of standing alfalfa to trap snow. Snow cover is 
necessary to insulate the crowns of alfalfa during the winter.  
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https://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/production/forages/critical-fall-harvest-period-for-alfalfa.html
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/facts/91-072.htm
http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/field/forages/fallcuttingalfalfa.htm
http://www.agtest.com/articles/latecutsalfalfa.pdf
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