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Introduction 
 

Achieving optimal forage quality on dairy farms is key towards supporting high milk 
production. In New York State, over 85% of alfalfa sown is done in combination with a perennial 
grass, a unique practice in dairy production systems. Inter-seeding a grass species into the 
alfalfa (Medicago sativa L.) stand can increase the neutral detergent fiber digestibility (NDFD), 
an important forage quality to support high milk production yields. Meadow fescue (Festuca 
pratensis) (MF), a grass species recently been brought to the attention of forage extension 
specialists in the MidWest at the U.S. Dairy Forage Research Center, Dr. Michael Casler and at 
Cornell University, Dr. Jerry Cherney in the School of Integrated Plant Sciences, and Dr. Debbie 
Cherney in the Department of Animal Science. Originating from northern Europe, and well 
established as a high-quality forage for lactating dairy cows, show potential as a high-yielding, 
winter-hardy, high quality grass to be adopted into the dairy forage systems. The objective of 
this study was to achieve the highest possible quality at spring harvest for the grass at the 
optimum harvest date for alfalfa, and to compare varieties over the two spring growing seasons 
of 2020 and 2021. Pure stands of nineteen meadow fescue varieties were evaluated for forage 
quality and the rate of change in quality during spring growth. 
 

2020 and 2021 Growing Seasons and Take-Home Message 
 

Grass quality with respect to the optimal alfalfa harvest date for both seasons is best 
quantified by evaluating the NDFD value and assessing the rate of NDF decline before heading 
of each grass variety. Optimal alfalfa harvest date for alfalfa-grass mixtures is earlier than for 
pure alfalfa stands and is when the alfalfa crop is about 32-35% NDF. A 10-day difference in the 
optimal alfalfa harvest date was observed between the two seasons, June 2nd in 2020 and May 
24th in 2021. The delayed grass growth in 2020 was due to drought conditions early in the 
season that slowed plant development. Average nutritive value of MF varieties changed linearly 
and in a similar fashion in both years where NDFD significantly decreased from 90% to 74% (R2 
= 0.99) in 2020 and from 87% to 75% (R2 = 0.99) in 2021 over the 8-day period prior to the 
typical harvest date. Rates of NDFD decline were 1.4% units/day and 1.2% units/day in 2020 
and 2021, respectively. Neutral detergent fiber (NDF) also increased over both seasons, with 
NDF levels increasing from 43% to 52% (R2 = 0.84) in 2020 and from 43% to 55% (R2 = 0.99) in 
2021. Consistent over both spring harvest seasons, the SW Revansch variety ranked with the 
highest NDFD, whereas the Liherold variety had the lowest NDFD values. Research 
consistently highlights the potential economic advantage of improved grass to alfalfa forage 
quality where a 1% unit increase in NDFD translates to a 0.5 to 1 lb milk/cow/day increase in 
milk production. With significant differences in NDFD among MF varieties, current results 
emphasize the importance of selecting high quality grass varieties and optimizing time of 
harvest to achieve optimal forage quality and yield.  


