Renovating Hay Fields, Pastures
Makes Good Economic Sense
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Grasses dominate the seven million acres of pastures and hay fields serving Kentucky's animal-based agriculture.  Renovating grasses to renew productivity is one of the most important management practices to improve this acreage.


Research data and farmer experiences over more than 50 years have proven the benefits of higher yield, quality and summer production from establishing legumes in grass pastures and hay fields.  Since legumes also fix nitrogen, renovation lowers fertilizer costs and use.  In one study, using red clover to renovate a fescue pasture produced higher yields than using the equivalent of 180 pounds of nitrogen per acre.

A legume-grass mix increases palatability, intake, digestibility and nutrient content, compared to grass alone. Research shows that legumes improve animal growth rates, reproductive efficiency and milk production.  


Inoculated legume seed provide a valuable nutrient by fixing nitrogen in the soil.  Different legumes fix varying amounts of nitrogen.  Alfalfa fixes the most at 200 to 300 pounds of nitrogen an acre per year; annual lespedeza, about 75 to 150 pounds.  The value of this nitrogen can vary from $50 to more than $200 an acre annually.  Legumes can put up to $75 worth of nitrogen into the soil.

Another advantage of renovation is that legumes produce more summer growth than cool-season grasses, providing forage during a slack-growth period.


The ultimate forage use is one consideration when deciding which legume to use. For instance, alfalfa and red clover usually are best for hay. Ladino and red clover and annual lespedeza work well in pastures alone. A combination of red clover and ladino clover are good for both hay and pasture. 
Using legume and grass varieties that perform well in your geographical area is another important factor in successful renovation.   Data from University of Kentucky variety trials will help you pick varieties that are appropriate for your area.  This information is available from the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service, the "Variety Performance" information on the Department of Plant and Soil Sciences Web page at http://www.ca.uky.edu/Ag/Agronomy/Extension, or the Forage Variety Trials information on the UK Forage Extension Web site at http://www.uky.edu/ag/forage.

To successfully establish legumes, you must control competition from grasses and weeds that reduces the light, nutrients and water young legume plants need.   Graze or mow grass until new legume plants are three to four inches tall; then cease for four to six weeks to allow the young plants to become well established.

Legumes need a higher soil pH and fertility level than grasses so take soil tests and apply the recommended lime and fertilizer.  Do not add nitrogen during the establishment year because it will stimulate growth of grass that will compete with the seedling legumes.

Buy certified seed. Mix a high-quality inoculant with the seed before planting and use a sticking agent to help the inoculant adhere to seed.


To improve seed-soil contact, use a disk, field cultivator, or field tiller to break up soil to improve the potential for seed germination and growth. Another method is to use a no-till renovation seeder. Broadcast legume seed on the soil surface in the late winter so soil freezing and thawing will cover them.  This method does not work well with alfalfa.

For more information on pasture renovation, consult the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service, or visit the Department of Plant and Soil Sciences Web site at http://www.ca.uky.edu/Ag/Agronomy/Extension.
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