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Your Checkoff Dollars At Work

REDUCED-LIGNIN alfalfas were 
lower in lignin and higher in neu-
tral detergent fiber digestibility 

(NDFD) when compared with conven-
tional varieties as well as those marketed 
by alfalfa seed companies as high quality. 
This was a conclusion of University of 
Minnesota and Cornell University joint 
research that analyzed alfalfa forage 
quality and yield over a 2017 seeding 
year and a 2018 full-production year. 

“We looked at eight reduced-lignin 
alfalfas, 12 varieties marketed for 
high quality, and five conventional, 
good-yielding varieties,” said Craig She-
affer, the University of Minnesota for-
age agronomist who worked with Jerry 
Cherney, Cornell University forage 
agronomist. “The reduced-lignin types 
definitely have reduced lignin. And, on 
average, over all of the maturity stages 

(late vegetative, early bud, late bud, 
and early flower), the reduced-lignin 
types have greater digestibility, too.”

That improved digestibility means 
genetically modified reduced-lignin 
alfalfas can potentially boost milk 
production, as University of Wisconsin 
research has shown, Sheaffer added. 

Differences exist
Seed marketers and breeders volun-

tarily entered varieties in the trial and 
indicated whether their entries were 
reduced lignin, conventional, or conven-
tional and marketed as high quality. 

The conventional varieties, as well as 
those marketed as high quality, did not 
consistently differ in lignin concentration 
or NDF digestibility. All three groups 
produced similar yields, averaging 
4.4 tons per acre in New York and 6.6 

tons per acre in 
Minnesota. They 
also had similar 
forage crude protein 
concentrations.

Yet, some alfalfa 
varieties marketed 
as high quality did, 
at some stages of 
maturity, appear 
to exhibit traits 
other than reduced 

lignin contributing to higher forage 
quality. The high-quality category of 
varieties may have been leafier or had 
less leaf loss than the other two catego-
ries, Sheaffer pointed out. 

“We are in the process of carefully 
reviewing our data to identify those 
varieties providing exceptional forage 
quality within each group and trying to 
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Project objectives:
• �Evaluate forage quality of new alfalfa

varieties sampled in two environments
over a range of maturities.

• �Measure forage yield of new alfalfa
varieties marketed for improved for-
age quality.

Project results:
• �The three groups of alfalfa evaluated all had higher lignin and lower NDF digestibility

as they matured, but reduced-lignin varieties were lower in lignin and were always
among the highest in NDF digestibility averaged over all maturity stages.

• �High-quality and conventional alfalfas did not differ in lignin concentration and NDF
digestibility.

• �Alfalfa yields of all three groups were similar, averaging 4.4 tons per acre in New
York and 6.6 tons per acre in Minnesota.

Average alfalfa NDFD and lignin concentration for the three alfalfa types for two harvests at two locations
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identify other traits (besides reduced lig-
nin) that may affect our results,” he said. 

What farmers can take from this 
research, he said, is that they should 
read alfalfa seed labels carefully, ask 
questions, and buy for forage yield, 
stand persistence — and forage quality.

“As it looks to me, if you get a variety 
with reduced lignin, you can be assured 
of having higher digestibility. If you’re 

buying any of the other ones being mar-
keted as high quality, you need to ask 
your salesperson: ‘What evidence exists 
that it is high quality?’ What data is 
available showing it is high quality 
versus a conventional variety? If a com-
pany is going to say it is high quality, a 
farmer should be able to see the data. If 
you look at the average numbers within 
our data, there is no difference between 

the control and high quality.
“Plant more than one variety from 

more than one company so you can 
do your own comparison,” Sheaffer 
suggested. “You’re going to be the best 
judge of what will yield and persist 
well, and you can determine if there’s a 
quality difference. As you feed alfalfa 
as part of your ration, you can find out 
how your cows milk.” •

Alforex Seeds
America’s Alfalfa

Channel
CROPLAN
DEKALB

Dyna-Gro
Fontanelle Hybrids

Forage First
FS Brand Alfalfa

Gold Country Seed
Hubner Seed

Jung Seed Genetics
Kruger Seeds

Latham Hi-Tech Seeds
Legacy Seeds
Lewis Hybrids
NEXGROW

Pioneer
Prairie Creek Seed

Rea Hybrids
S&W Seed Company

Simplot Grower Solutions
Specialty
Stewart

Stone Seed
W-L Alfalfas

SUPPORT THE 
ALFALFA CHECKOFF!

Buy your seed from these 
facilitating marketers:
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