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Alfalfa (Medicago sativa L.) is the most important harvested forage in North America. It is grown from the cold 
northern prairies to the searing deserts of Arizona and Mexico. Approximately 7 million hectares are grown 
in the US, 3 million ha in Canada, and 600,000 ha in Mexico. It is grown in many systems for hay, haylage, 
greenchop, or pasture; and intensive alfalfa production is typically in rotation with maize, high-value vegetables 
or other field crops. Nearly 100% of Mexico’s production and approximately 50% of US and Canadian production 
is irrigated. All types of irrigation are used to produce alfalfa in the west, including center pivots, linear and 
wheel-line irrigation systems, and flood irrigation. Harvested alfalfa and grass hay/silage/greenchop is clearly 
the 3rd most important economic crop in the US, and sometimes alfalfa by itself is often 3rd in economic returns 
to farmers. However, this underestimates the economic value of alfalfa, which is in the end-product of milk and 
cream and cattle and calves, which produce a combined economic value of over $100 billion each year in the 
US and are important foods for millions. A significant amount of alfalfa hay is exported from the western USA 
to Asia and the Middle East. Large hectarage of rangeland alfalfa in the western USA is not irrigated. Harvests 
range from 2 per year in northern areas to 9-11 cuts year in the desert southwest. Alfalfa seed is produced on 
approximately 140,000 ha in western US and Canada, and is a very specialized enterprise, with demanding 
practices. In addition to the economic value of alfalfa in North America, it contributes significantly to soil health, 
crop rotation, wildlife habitat, and biodiversity. The value of alfalfa to cropping systems and supporting grain 
and vegetable crop production, as well as to soil health, should not be underestimated.

__________

1Univ. of California, Davis; 2AAFC, Lacombe, AB; 3North Dakota State Univ.; 4Univ. of Saskatchewan; 5South Dakota State Univ.; 6Michigan State Univ.; 7AAFC, Ste. 
Foy, QC; 8USDA-ARS, Madison, WI; 9USDA-ARS, Prosser, WA; 10Mississippi State Univ.; 11Kansas State Univ.; 12Cornell Univ.; 13New Mexico State Univ., 14Univ. of 
Florida; 15Univ. of Georgia, Tifton.
*Corresponding author: ecbrummer@ucdavis.edu

mailto:ecbrummer@ucdavis.edu

