
those 14 days, both the 
weather and manage-
ment factors determine 
the number of shoots that 
may grow. Too much 
rainfall during the first 14 
days reduces stem num-
ber; lack of rainfall after 
the first 14 days will make 
those new shoots 
smaller. Wheel traffic 
after mowing will damage 
crowns if new growth has 
started.  The forage 
should be harvested and 
fertilizer applications 
should be made as soon 
after harvest as possible. 

 

Take home message for 
alfalfa stand manage-
ment:  There may be 
yield advantages to har-
vesting alfalfa at 2” in 
height if it can be done 
without “scalping” the 
field or damaging the 
crown. 

 

Grass Stands  

Grasses are a different 
story altogether. Growth 
requires energy. Grasses 
generate this energy from 
reserves in the stem and 
from actively photosyn-
thesizing leaves remain-
ing on the plant. Grasses 
store relatively little car-
bohydrates in the roots. 
The highest concentra-
tion of carbohydrates in 
grasses is in the leaf 
sheaths and stem bases 
in the vegetative stages  

                                      (continued on page 2) 

As I write this arti-
cle, most farms are 
in the middle of or 
have already fin-
ished their first cut-
ting of alfalfa or 
grass. The bad 
thing about harvest-
ing hay crops ver-
sus corn silage is 
that we will have to 
do it again in 30-35 
days; the nice thing 
is that we get a sec-
ond chance to make 
i m p r o v e m e n t s . 
Making a minor 
change to your cut-
ting height may help 
to improve your 
stand management.  

 

Cutting height is an 
interesting topic that 
seems to come 
around every few 
years. Just a couple 
of years ago there 
were a number of 
articles that recom-
mended producers 
cut alfalfa and grass 
stands as low as 
possible as a way to 
improve yields with 
minimal reduction to 
forage quality. In 
alfalfa stands this 
may be true, but in 
mixed stands and 
grass stands the 
short-term gains 
may not outweigh 
the potential losses. 
Let’s take a look at 
the different groups: 

Alfalfa Stands  

Yield: What can a change 
in cutting height from 4” 
down to 2” in alfalfa mean 
for yields? I looked at a 
summary of research 
done on this topic over 
the years. Even if we take 
the most modest num-
bers from these studies 
we consistently find that 
there may be a yield ad-
vantage of 500 pounds of 
dry matter or more per 
inch of height annually.  

 

Quality: Milk per acre 
summaries from Univer-
sity of Wisconsin re-
search indicate the most 
milk per acre is gener-
ated at lower cutting 
heights.  Although there 
are slight quality improve-
ments obtained by in-
creasing the cutting 
height, it is not enough to 
offset the yield reduction.  

 

Regrowth: An alfalfa 
plant’s regrowth is driven 
by the reserves in its tap-
root where the plant 
stores abundant energy 
in the form of sugars. 
This is the reason why 
lower cutting height does 
not affect regrowth.  After 
stem removal, new shoot 
growth continues and the 
total number of new 
stems generated from the 
crown buds and auxiliary 
buds is determined in the 
first 14 days of the new 
growth cycle. During 
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Forage Cutting Height: How Low Should You Go?               (continued from page 1)  

of growth and in the lower 
stem in the reproductive 
stages of growth. Therefore it 
is critical in cutting or grazing 
management to leave enough 
stubble to retain sufficient 
stored carbohydrate and basal 
leaf area to support re-growth. 

         When the leaves of most 
species of grass plants are 
harvested, new leaves will 
start to grow. If all the leaves 
are removed, the new growth 
will have to come from energy 
reserves stored in the leaf 
bases of the plant. Over the 
next several days the carbohy-
drate reserves will decrease. If 
more leaf area is left on the 
plant, the use of reserve car-
bohydrates will be less and 
regrowth will be faster since it 
can also be powered by pho-
tosynthesis. As new growth 
increases the leaf area, more 
sunlight is captured and pho-
tosynthesis increases,  

providing more energy for addi-
tional leaf growth. About three 
weeks after cutting, the plant 
will be producing more sugars 
than it needs for regrowth al-
lowing the plant to begin re-
building its reserves.  Take 
home message for grass stand 
management: 

Leave 3-4 inches of stub-
ble height to allow for 
adequate leaf surface 
for regrowth.  

Leave 4” in the seeding 
year; smaller grass 
plants will have even 
less reserves in the 
roots and stems.  

A late harvest in the fall 
without adequate re-
growth will result in 
slower growth the fol-
lowing spring and a 
lower yielding first cut-
ting. 

Mixed Stands  

I will defer to a portion of a 

recent article by agronomist 

Everett D. Thomas on alfalfa-

grass mixtures: “There’s little 

data available on this, so it’s 

best to use common sense. In 

most alfalfa-grass stands, al-

falfa is by far the predominant 

species. Therefore, manage 

the stand for cutting height as 

if it were alfalfa but no less 

than 2-inch stubble height. At 

Miner Institute, we’ve been 

aiming for 2.5 inches on mixed 

stands. But, if grass is a sig-

nificant portion of the stand 

(and you want it to continue to 

be), don’t mow at less than 3-

inch stubble height.” (Everett 

D. Thomas, April 25, 2010 

Hoards Dairyman)

2010 Manure Expo: Balancing Production and Conservation  

Sponsored by Penn State's College of Agricultural Sciences, the 2010 Manure Expo  will take place 

at the Rock Springs Ag Progress Days site on July 15, 2010 . For details, check out the following link: 

http://www.das.psu.edu/research-extension/nutrient-management/manure-expo/2010-northeast-

manure-handling-expo 
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