
 

 

 

Managing Moisture Stressed Forage 

By John McGregor, MFGA Extension Support 

 

Looking at this map showing the percentage of average precipitation this year you can 

see that precipitation in most of Manitoba is less than 60% of normal with some area 

below 40% of average. 

Depending on timing this lack of moisture can have an 

impact on how well your hay crop is doing and when or 

if you should take your first cut of hay.  

I came across some good references on how to handle 

drought stress forages that I will try to summarize for 

this month’s article.  

In those regions of Manitoba that had some moisture 

from the spring melt and received some additional 

moisture, the harvest of forage has just started but 

determining the right time to cut is difficult especially 

given that for the most part we have a forage shortage 

(from 2018) and producers are looking to maximize 

yields of first cut.  

Timing of the first cut could mean the difference 

between harvesting a second cut or the stand 

becoming dormant. When we cut alfalfa at or before 

the 30-50% bloom stage or grass that have just headed 

out, we encourage it to re-grow once there is adequate 

moisture available.  

All plants strive to produce seed regardless of present conditions. Plants experiencing 

stress from lack of moisture are at risk of dying. As a result, they need to produce seeds 

as soon as they possibly can. Once they have accomplished this stage, they go 

dormant - usually for the remainder of the year. When this happens even if we get 

moisture and depending on the timing of the moisture the plant may not re-grow or if it 

does is will be from tillers which will delay the new growth. 

Alfalfa  

Mb Ag recommends using a threshold of at least 10 inches in height and mid to full 

flower to trigger harvesting. At this point (flowering) it has reached the maximum yield 

even if rain occurs. Cut at the lowest possible height to maximize yield but not so low as 
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to contaminate the forage with soil. This will increase the ash content of the forage, 

affecting feeding quality. Alfalfa re-grows from the crown so depending on field 

conditions taking first cut as low as 1 inch is acceptable. 

Where the alfalfa is less than 10 inches, it is recommended to leave the stand and 

harvest it at the next harvesting interval, or until sufficient precipitation occurs. At that 

point you may either: harvest the old growth for a low quality feed, or delay cutting the 

old growth until the new stems have reach their optimum stage and harvest both the old 

and new growth for a medium quality feed. What you need to watch for is if the alfalfa 

has initiated new growth from the crown prior to cutting. If this has happened then it’s 

suggested that you raise your cutting height so as not to cut off the new buds. Cutting 

this new growth will cause the alfalfa to initiate new growth once again from the crown, 

delaying the next cut. 

Grasses  

Similar to alfalfa, grass yields are reduced under dry conditions; therefore only harvest 

your grass if there is sufficient yield to justify harvesting costs. Unlike alfalfa, dry 

conditions reduce feed quality as fiber levels increase and protein and energy levels 

decrease. To maximize yield and quality, grass stands should be harvested at heading; 

at this stage little gains in yield are obtained but quality decreases rapidly. Grass stands 

less than 10 inches tall may be left un-harvested without harming plant health. However, 

excess growth should be removed prior to winter to reduce the risk of stand loss to 

snow mould, especially for those grasses known not to stand up well from snow fall (i.e., 

orchard grass). If moisture levels improve, adding approximately 30 to 40 lbs of 

inorganic nitrogen fertilizer (not manure) is a good tool to stimulate fall growth, and 

potentially provide some additional feeding.  

Cutting Height 

When forage height is short and you are trying to maximize tonnage getting as much as 

possible may be your goal. If you are harvesting, here are some guidelines for cutting 

heights. 

Alfalfa: 2” minimum. Some literature shows a cutting height of 1” will not reduce 
stand longevity but remember the increased ash content issue.  

Cool Season Grasses: 3” minimum during production years. This is where we 
see most of our stand longevity issues. Frequent cutting of cool season grasses at 
a low height will continue to deplete energy reserves. 

Mixed stands: Alfalfa with some grass: 2.5” minimum. Grass with some alfalfa: 3” 
minimum (if you want to keep the grass stand) 

Dealing with moisture stressed perennial forages 
How to Handle Drought-Stressed Alfalfa 

 

 

https://www.alberta.ca/dealing-with-moisture-stressed-perennial-forages.aspx
https://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/production/forages/how-to-handle-drought-stressed-alfalfa.html

