
By GREG SOULJE 

LA Niña’s infl uence on weather across 
North America will continue well into 
 spring, and perhaps even into part of 

summer. In general, La Niña will be in a 
weakening state, but its effects will still be 
noticeable — perhaps even detrimental 
— during spring fi eldwork and planting. 
This will be most notable throughout the 
heartland early on. 

Later in the season and perhaps into 
summer, a trend toward hotter and drier 
conditions, while of benefi t at the onset, 
may lead to dryness and even drought.

La Niña conditions are characterized 
by cooler-than-usual temperatures in the 
central Pacifi c Ocean. Ocean water tem-
peratures in the equatorial Pacifi c have 
some infl uence on the strength and posi-
tion of the upper air levels and storm-track-
producing jet stream. This upper-level fl ow 
is responsible for track and movement of 
weather systems from the Pacifi c eastward 
through the continental U.S. 

Much of the spring will feature a more 
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By DAN UNDERSANDER

SOME farmers always get good alfalfa 
stands, and some are less successful. 
While there is no foolproof system 

for growing any crop, there are a few prin-
ciples that are key to successful alfalfa, 
clover and grass establishment. As long as 
you pay attention to the basics, a number 
of different kinds of equipment work well 
for seeding forages.

Boost pH
The most common reason for alfalfa stand 
failure in the Midwest is low soil pH. We 
have known for 100 years that alfalfa needs 
a soil pH of at least 6.8 for optimum growth, 
but we still apply only about half the rec-
ommended lime. Alfalfa can be established 
at a lower pH (down to about 6), but it will 
be weak, weedy and low-yielding. 

Red clover has an optimum soil pH of 
6.2, and most other clovers are between 
6 and 6.2. Grasses can be seeded when 
soil pH is lower, but certain nutrients may 
become unavailable. Low soil pH for clo-
vers and grasses results in poor estab-
lishment and slow seedling growth with 
increased weed competition.

Have soil tested and follow recommen-
dations for lime, phosphorus, potassium 
and sulfur. Apply lime one year ahead of 

Use basic seeding principles 
to achieve good forage stand
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forage seeding and incorporate. The stan-
dard ag lime has a range of soil particle 
sizes so it dissolves gradually and main-
tains soil pH for several years. This is why 
the lime must be incorporated; a fi nely 
ground lime may be applied to the surface 
in an emergency, but it is more expensive, 
and then there are no larger particles to 
gradually dissolve and maintain soil pH 
over a few years.

In addition to needing proper soil pH, 
young forages need phosphorus for proper 
root and seedling development. Potassium 
and sulfur increase the early growth rate 
to help seedlings stay ahead of the weeds 
and increase yields and stand persistence.

The next most common cause of forage 
stand failure is seeding too deep. This is es-
pecially easy to do when seeding legumes 
(alfalfa or clovers) with a drill. Legume 
seed should be placed ¼ to ½ inch deep 
(slightly deeper in very light soils). Place 
grass seed at ½ to ¾ inch. 

Accurate seed placement usually re-
quires depth bands on the disk openers. 
You can tell as the stand emerges that 
seeding depth was a problem if you look 

down the row and see a good stand, while 
adjacent rows have little or no stand.

On the other extreme, some farmers 
don’t incorporate the seed at all, or they 
broadcast and go over the fi eld with a 
smooth roller. Use a corrugated roller. 
Smooth rollers do not incorporate seed 
well; they just push it down into the soil 
surface. Smooth rollers also tend to rise 
up over ridges or stone/clods, further hin-
dering seed incorporation.

Generally, after seeding you should 
see a few seeds on the soil surface (6 to 8 
seeds per square foot). If fewer, then the 
seeds were likely placed too deep; if more 
seeds are on the surface, then they are too 
shallow and poor germination will result.

Make contact
The third most common reason for stand 
failure is poor seed-to-soil contact. Seed 
must be placed in the ground and the soil 
fi rmed around it to allow transfer of water 
from the soil to the seed for germination. 
The need for fi rm soil is especially critical 
for alfalfa and legumes because the seed is 
planted so shallow (¼ to ½ inch). 

If you see better establishment in the 
wheel tracks or headlands than across the 
fi eld, better soil packing would have in-
creased the stand. The best stands result 
from packing soil both before and after 

planting. Soil should be packed before 
seeding, and not gone over with a spike 
tooth harrow, which loosens soil. Then 
use a drill with properly adjusted press 
wheels, or broadcast and use a corrugated 
cultipacker (a Brillion seeder has two culti-
packers). Following the seeder with a drag 
(spike tooth harrow) loosens the soil and 
is not recommended. 

A fi nal common reason for stand failure 
is not controlling weeds in the fi rst 60 
days after planting. During this establish-
ment period, weeds (especially broadleaf 
weeds) can signifi cantly thin stands. 

Small-seeded crops, such as forages, are 
more diffi cult to get good stands with than 
large-seeded crops. But careful attention to 
the principles just described can result in 
forage seeding success most years. 

Undersander is a University of Wisconsin 
Extension forage agronomist.

signifi cant southward shift of the jet stream 
onto the Plains, with a curl back to the 
northeast and into southeastern Canada 
via the Ohio Valley and Midwest. This will 
generate milder-than-average weather in 
parts of the Southwest and West, as well 
as across the Southeast. 

Meanwhile, temperatures will average 
below normal to occasionally well below 
normal throughout the nation’s heartland 
and at times across the Northeast. A wide 
range of temperatures will affect the Pacifi c 
Northwest and much of the Corn Belt.

Active precipitation pattern
The precipitation outlook for much of the 
spring suggests an active pattern for the 
northern and central Plains, the Midwest 
and Great Lakes region, New England, and 
the Mid-Atlantic region. 

Storminess is forecast to continue early 
in the season in the Pacifi c Northwest. 
Drier-than-usual weather is forecast 
across much of the Southwest, the cen-
tral and southern Rockies, and parts of the 
southern Plains. 

Planting delays in Midwest
Across the Midwest and Great Lakes region 
and southward to the Ohio Valley, a chal-
lenging winter generated a wild range of 
temperatures and weather. This active pat-
tern will continue, regarding not only the 
frequency of cold air outbreaks, but also 
the number of weather systems. 

Temperatures will range from below-
normal to well below normal, but with 
some fl uctuations, from the Mississippi 
Valley to the lower Ohio Valley. Normal to 
above-average frequency and amounts of 
precipitation are in the offi ng. The melting 
of sizable snow cover along with early and 
midspring moisture will raise the specter 
of fl ooding, fi eldwork and planting delays. 

Over the remainder of spring, there are 
signs of a general trend toward drier and 
warmer to hotter-than-usual conditions. 

As for the Dakotas, Minnesota and 
points southward through the central 
Plains, a “character-building” winter has 
left many worn and wary. A cold, active 
(wet) pattern will continue into midspring. 
However, while there will be bouts of more 

seasonal temperatures, these will be few 
and far between, and most likely will occur 
from the lower Missouri Valley southwest-
ward. Do look for a drier mid- or late spring 
weather pattern except from the Missouri 
Valley north and eastward, as storm sys-
tems continue to frequent the region.  

Summer drought concerns
Looking ahead into summer, there is 
cause for concern as increased dryness 
and drought issues in the Southern states 
may show a northward expansion to parts 
of the Corn Belt and the remainder to the 
Plains. 

In addition, the further weakening of 
La Niña conditions may contribute to a 
rather abrupt shift to a longer-term period 
of increased dryness. While a recovery to 
more seasonal temperatures should im-
prove crop development, a trend toward 
hotter-than-average temperatures will be 
a concern to producers should the lack of 
timely rainfall come to fruition. 

Soulje is an ag meteorologist writing from 
Illinois. 
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