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The feeding value of first cutting forages 
drops more than 1 percent each day, from early 
flowering to maturity. Hay yields often double 
during this period, which usually covers 4 to 5 
weeks. 

In Minnesota, the early bloom of legumes and 
heading of grasses will generally occur in early 
June. Many Minnesota farmers are taking 
advantage of higher quality in the early growth 
stages of the first crop and have this crop in the 
barn by mid-June. However, too many farmers 
delay harvest until mid-June or early July. By 
then forages are often close to full bloom. 

Plant Maturity Changes Forage Quality 

Digestibility of the forages (T. D. N.} de
clines about ½ percent each day cutting is de
layed, after early bloom (line 1, figure 4). The 
intake of forage will decrease during this same 
period at more than ½ percent each day. This 
results in the 1 percent decrease in feeding 
value for each day delay after early bloom. 

Forage dry weight yields increase until 
mid bloom to late bloom stages (line 2, figure 4). 
Timothy and bromegrass fully headed, and red 
clover and alfalfa at full bloom will give maxi
mum yield of dry matter. However, maximum 
feeding value of first cutting forage is reached 
at least 10 days before the time of maximum 
dry weight yield (line 3, figure 4). 

Animal Response to Forage Quality 

Feeding trials with dairy cattle at Cornell 
University provide the data in figures 1 through 
3. These data indicate that the quality of forage 
being fed to dairy cows will affect the rate of 
forage intake per day and the level of milk 
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production per day. Forage digestibility can be 
a major factor in hay intake and milk production. 

Second and Third Cuttings 

As well as providing more feeding value per 
acre from the first cutting, early cutting removes 
the crop before soil moisture is depleted. This 
makes it possible for the second growth to use 
available soil moisture as well as the moisture 
from middle to late June rains. When a cutting 
schedule is planned, three cuttings are not 
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Fig. 4. Maximum feeding value per acre 10 to 15 days before maximum yields. 

uncommon. Because second and third cutting 
forages are usually higher in feeding value than 
the late cut, first growth forage, the net result 
from such a program is greater feeding value 
per acre. 

A well planned forage -harvesting program 
can be a profitable investment on livestock farms. 
Demonstrations at 19 Minnesota locations during 
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3 years provided valuable information about the 
effect of harvest dates on forage quality. Data 
on yields of dry matter, protein, and T. D. N. 
were also obtained (see table). Two-time cuttings 
were compared with three-time cuttings. 

It is interesting to compare the production of 
T. D, N. from alfalfa-grass mixtures with that of 
corn (see table). Have you ever considered that 
alfalfa-grass is this valuable as feed? When cut 
early and properly handled, it is an excellent 
source of high protein and high energy. 

There is marked improvement in forage 
quality in treatments I and II compared with 
treatment IV. This improved quality is in the 
form of 200 to 300 pounds more protein or 300 to 
600 pounds more T. D. N. per acre from three 
cuttings. This extra protein or T. D. N. pays for 
your extra trip over the field. These figures 
illustrate that total forage yield per acre is a 
poor basis for determining success of a forage 
program. 

More Dollars From Planning Harvest 

The total number of forage acres harvested 
in any one cutting dictates the starting time to 
harvest the crop at highest qualitv. The first 
crop should be under cover by mid-June. 

The extra protein and T.D. N. resulting from 
earlier cutting increases the dollar value of 
forage. If forage harvested in treatment IV is 
worth $20 a ton as hay, treatment I or II hay is 
worth $26 to $29 a ton. (A value of 10 cents per 
pound is used for the extra protein.) At a yield 
of 3 tons of hay to the acre, this improved 
quality means $18 to $27 more income per forage 
.acre. This extra value is best realized when 
forage is fed to livestock. 

Other Facts 

1. The extra protein and T. D. N. from three 
cuttings means more animal production. About 
1, 000 pounds milk is produced by 300 pounds 
protein and 400 pounds T. D. N. At 3 cents a 
pound, this is $30 extra income from each early 
cut forage acre. 

2.. You may need extra equipment for early 
cutting such as field conditioners, mow drying 
systems, or a new silo for hay crop silage. 
Based on 100 tons of hay equivalent ( 1 ton of good 
hay equals 3 tons of good silage), 6 to 9 acres of 
hay producing 3 tons per acre meets the annual 
cost of such equipment. This equipment further 
assures getting high quality forage because of 
reduced leaf loss. 

3. Recommended alfalfa varieties are 
adapted to early cutting. When plants are al
lowed to bloom once during the growing season, 
stands remain for 3 or more years. Bloom can 
be developed on the second or third crop when 
the first crop is removed in the early growth 
stages. But, don't cut the last crop after 
September 1. 

4. If you use commercial fertilizer on for
age crops, three-time early cutting should be 
your pattern. Fertilizer can't do the job by 
itself, but used in combination with timely 
harvest, it can bring you more pounds of protein 
and T. D. N. from each forage acre. 

5. Minnesota weather records indicate little 
difference in the number of rainy days during the 
first 2 weeks of June and the last 2 weeks of June 
or early July. In Minnesota there is always some 
rain-damaged hay under ordinary field curing. 
By removing the first crop early, a good second 
and usually third crop is assured. This may also 
reduce the percentage of the total crop threatened 
by rain damage. 

You can increase profits with some simple 
changes in your forage crop management. Decide 
now to cut your forage crop by the calendar and 
cash in on the profits. If you have blossom on 
your first crop forage when you harvest, you may 
not make it all into top quality feed. 

Effect of date and frequency of cutting alfalfa-grass 
mixtures on dry matter, protein, and T. D. N. yield 
per acre, average of 19 locations, Minnesota, 3-year data 

Dry Protein T.D.N.,:, 
Cutting matter per per 

Treatments dates Eer acre acre acre 
tons pounds pounds 

I. 3X early 6/ 1, 7 / 15, 3.4 1,295 4,435 
8/31 

II. 3X medium 6/14, 7 /26, 3.8 1,382 4,770 
8/31 

III. 2X late 6/23, 8/15 3.6 1, 105 4, 125 

IV. 2X very late 7/1, 8/31 3. 8 1,059 4,160 
,:,The T. D. N. in this forage equals 98, 96, 92, and 92 

bushels of No. 2 corn, respectively. Protein is two and 
one half to three times greater in forage than in corn. 

Issued in furtherance of cooperative extension work 
in agriculture and home economics, acts of May 8 
and June 30, 1914, in cooperation with the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture. Roland H. Abraham, Act
ing Director of Agricultural Extension Service, 
University of Minnesota, St. Paul, Minnesota 55101. 
3M, 9/67. 
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