
Lucerne
(Medicago sativa)

Royalty of perennial forage legumes



Reliable Emergence 
Seed coating enhances seed to 
soil contact. This enhances the 
imbibition process, resulting in 
uniform germination and 
establishment of an even 
stand. 

Planting & Handling Benefits 
The seed coat improves size, shape and weight of the seed. This makes it easier 
to establish a uniform stand with accurate placement of the seed in the soil. 

Protection 
In saline and acidic soils, the seed coating buffers the seed and seedling against 
these severe growing conditions.  
In dry conditions, the coating on the seed absorbs water, acting as a reservoir for 
germination.  
The fungicides and insecticides protect against damage caused by insects and 
seedling diseases caused by Pythium, Rhizoctonia, Phytopthtora and Fusarium 
fungi. 

Successful Establishment 
The additional nutrients, fungicide and 
insecticide in the coating assist in establishing 
healthy, robust seedlings. The additional 
nutrients supplement the seed’s nutrient 
reserves, while creating a more favourable 
growing environment in the soil.  

Economics 
Healthier seedlings, lower mortalities and successful establishment ensures a 
sustainable, economically feasible stand. Using coated seed results in a healthier 
stand which reduces costs associated with water and nutrients.  

• Improved accuracy during planting
• More seedlings emerge
• Reduced seedling mortality also creates a

competitive environment especially where
competition from weeds may be an issue

• Healthy robust seedlings

Benefits of 
coated seed 
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Lucerne is a perennial legume used as a forage crop. The leafy nature ensures a palatable, 
nutrient rich fodder source, which is why it is often referred to as “the queen of forage crops”.  
Its deep taproot system makes it especially resistant to drought, requiring rainfall as low as 
400 mm per annum. Lucerne is often produced under irrigation to optimize production. 

Strengths Limitations
• 15 – 30 t DM/ha/season

Depending on environmental conditions,
management and cultivar choice

• Perennial species
• Fixes atmospheric Nitrogen (N)
• High quality
• Dual purpose (grazing, hay or both)
• Ability to extract water from deep soil

layers
• Persistent
• Wide climatic adaptation
• Responsive to irrigation

• An expensive crop if not managed
properly

• Danger of causing bloat in livestock
• Leaf loss can be problematic if not

managed correctly
• Low energy relative to protein levels
• Restricted soil adaptation (fertile, well-
    drained)
• Cannot withstand continuous grazing
• Susceptible to waterlogging

Introduction
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Lucerne – Medicago sativa



What can it be used for? 
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POINTERS: Cutting for hay is the main
form of utilisation of Lucerne. The quicker 
Lucerne dries, the better the quality of the 
forage. Directly after cutting, the respiration 
process in plant material continues until 
the forage is completely cured. During this 
time, there may be a decrease in quality 
due to chemical reactions taking place. 
One of the biggest challenges when drying 
Lucerne is that leaves dry quicker than 
stems, resulting in leaf losses when the 
forage is handled before baling. Using a 
crimper can ensure that stems dry quicker, 
resulting in less leaf loss and earlier baling. 

POINTERS: When grazing Lucerne, it
is important to manage animals carefully 
to prevent bloat. Gradual introduction to 
Lucerne grazing with ad lib grass hay 
available, are some of the ways to prevent 
bloat. The utilization and management of 
grazing Lucerne differs somewhat from the 
way cutting Lucerne for hay is managed. 
Graze when it is in the reproductive stage 
to further lower the risk of bloat. Rotational, 
high pressure grazing will result in better 
utilization, less wastage and better recovery 
after grazing.

POINTERS: Mixing chopped Lucerne
with maize or sorghum can increase the low 
sugar contents and stimulate the fermenting 
process. Fresh Lucerne contains about 
80% moisture with dissolved soluble sugar 
and -proteins. By wilting Lucerne before 
ensiling, these compounds become more 
concentrated, ensuring more effective 
ensiling. Making hay in a high rainfall area, 
is often a challenge, resulting in situations 
where making silage  is preferable in order to 
avoid substantial losses after cutting. 

1st Hay:

Bales can be used to supplement a fodder 
flow plan or can generate income from sales. 
Best yields are obtained under irrigation.

2nd Grazing:

Grazing systems are usually practised under 
dryland conditions or supplemental irrigation. 
Care should be taken to prevent bloat 
occurring in animals. 

3rd Silage:

Often practiced as alternative to hay making 
due to unfavourable weather conditions. 



Production potential: Up to 30 t DM/ha/season under irrigation is possible. Yields depend 
on environmental conditions, cultivar choice, soil fertility and the frequency of utilization.  The 
production depends on three aspects:

Plants/ha: Plant density of Lucerne can never be improved after planting. Successful 
establishment is therefore crucial. 

Tillers/plant: The number of tillers per plant can compensate up to a certain point for poor plant 
density. 

Tiller mass: This is a function of good management and genetics.
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Relative growth curve of an established Lucerne stand, over one year.

Frothy Bloat: Build-up of gas in the rumen due to stable foam forming.

Nitrate poisoning: Nitrate build up in plants under periods of poor growth, especially after high 
N fertilisation. Lucerne should not be fertilized with N, therefore this disturbance is seldom a 
problem even though it can occur.

Metabolic disturbances in animals on cultivated pastures:
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Climate: Lucerne is widely adapted to 
various climatic conditions. Better 
adaptation can be achieved by 
selecting the right cultivar.

Moisture: Under dryland conditions it 
requires at least 400 mm per annum. 
Production can be substantially 
increased under irrigation.  A general 
guideline of 1400 – 1600 mm per 
annum including rainfall is 
recommended. This guideline is 
influenced by environmental conditions. 
Higher applications rates should be 
weighed against water costs and yield 
increases.

Soil: Lucerne prefers well drained 
soils; prolonged wet conditions can 
result in disease than may reduce yield 
or cause stand loss. Wet conditions 
also prevent gaseous exchange to 
and from the roots. Lucerne 

with its extensive tap root system can 
benefit from a deep soil with a good 
water holding capacity. Soils with 0% 
acid saturation are ideal as Lucerne is 
very sensitive to high Aluminium (Al) 
content in soils. A soil pH (KCl) of 5.5 
– 6.5 is recommended to ensure optimal 
growth for both plant and its bacterial 
symbionts.

Fertilization: Lucerne is a legume 
and therefore fixes atmospheric N into 
an usable form of N for the plant. For this 
reason, no N should be applied when 
cultivating this crop. However, resent 
research show that when targeting 
extremely high yield (30 t DM/ha/
season +), 10 – 20 kg N/ha can 
be applied after each harvest.  A 
soil analysis before establishment 
is essential. 

Establishment
The establishment of a dense stand of Lucerne forms the basis for profitable 
forage production. Planting methods, sowing rates and planting time are factors 
that affect the success of establishment. The use of coated as opposed to 
uncoated seed is another factor that needs to be considered when establishing 
Lucerne. The seed coating results in less coated seed than uncoated seed per 
kilogram of seed. The coating improves seed-soil contact and facilitates better 
seedling survival.

* Determined by production potential
**Fixed from atmospheric-N in symbiosis with Rhizobium

N (kg/ha) P (mg/kg soil) K (mg/kg soil)
Requirement for establishment* <30 30-40 120-140
Seasonal application (kg/ha) 0** Use removal rates

Production - Removal rates (kg/ton):
Good quality fodder 51 5.2 36.3
Average quality fodder 33 2.5 24.6
Poor quality fodder 19 1 13.2



Other nutrients that are essential 
for successful Lucerne cultivation and 
their average removal rates are:

Kilograms removed/ ton produced 
Ca Mg S

15 3 2.5

Mo and B are essential micro 
nutrients. Application of both should be 
based on a soil analysis prior to planting.

P and K can be recycled back to 
pastures when grazed by animals. This 
depends on the grazing system and the 
type of animals used. Up to 40% of P 
and 90% of K can be recycled. It 
is however necessary to do an 
annual soil analysis to determine the 
level to which recycling occurred. The 
difference should be fertilized.

Methods: Establish on a firm, fine, weed 
free seed bed. Consolidating (rolling) the 
seedbed after sowing/planting will 
ensure good seed-soil contact and 
subsequently better germination and 
establishment. Seed must be inoculated 
with the correct bacteria before planting. 
Some soils previously planted to 
Lucerne do contain the required 
Rhizobium bacteria, however, inoculating 
seed prior to 

planting can be beneficial although in 
some cases not necessary. Rhizobia are 
destroyed by direct sunlight, making it 
essential to plant seed below the soil 
surface, without planting too deep so 
that the small shoot can reach the 
surface after germination. AgriCOTE® 
coated seed is pre-inoculated!

Our prescribed seeding rates: 
Rows

Uncoated AgriCOTE®
Dryland 12 - 15 kg/ha 12 - 15 kg/ha 

Broadcast
Uncoated AgriCOTE®

Irrigation 25 kg/ha 25 kg/ha
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If there are any doubts about the seedbed preparation, or other factors 
that could affect establishment, the sowing rate of coated seed 
may be increased up to 35 kg/ha to compensate. Theoretically, there is 
more than enough coated seed/kg to use the same seeding rate 
(kg/ha) as uncoated seed. The farmer must however be satisfied with 
their specific seeding rate used.

Coated seed = Uncoated seeding rate 
normally planted x 1.3
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The average number of uncoated seeds per kilogram is approximately 460 000, but a variation 
of 20% up or down has been recorded between different cultivars and seed batches produced 
under different environments. Coated seed will therefore show the same variation that is 
observed in uncoated seed. It is therefore critical to calibrate planting equipment for every 
new batch or new cultivar for uncoated and coated seed. Before the farmer can optimize the 
production potential with good management practices, an optimal plant density of the right 
cultivar must be achieved. 

Planting time: 
Planting date depends on weed pressure and possible occurrence of severe frost.

For summer rainfall region
Autumn:   

Spring: 

For winter rainfall region
Autumn:  

March - May (before frost)
*Cool areas: February - April

August - September (after frost)
*Cool areas: September

March - June 

Lucerne plants produce a toxin called medicarpin that prevents the germination of 
Lucerne seed and also has an effect on establishment and growth of plants. 
Medicarpin is more concentrated in the leaf material, but is also produced by roots. 
The longer the stand lifetime, the higher the buildup of medicarpin in the soil. 

IN PRACTICE: This may be a problem when an old stand is ploughed down and 
immediately planted to Lucerne again. Medicarpin is water soluble and can degrade 
rapidly under warm, moist soil conditions. Therefore many farmers have been 
successful in planting Lucerne on Lucerne if they plough the soil and irrigate well 
over a period of 1 - 3 months to wash out or degrade the medicarpin. It is however 
advisable to plant a crop in rotation with Lucerne, firstly to ensure that medicarpin will 
not be influential and secondly to capitalise on the fixed N.

Medicarpin can also be problematic if establishment was poor and a farmer wants to 
improve the stand by over sowing. It is therefore important to always ensure 
proper establishment techniques to guarantee good first-time establishment. 

“TAKE NOTE - seed size and weight for uncoated seed will differ
between cultivars and batches of seed”.

“TAKE NOTE - an old Lucerne stand should not be re-established
without a rotation.”
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Case Studies
Three Lucerne farmers planted uncoated and coated SuperSonic (dormancy 
9 Lucerne variety). These case studies are shown below:
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Uncoated
SuperSonic

AgriCOTE®Coated 
SuperSonic

Difference in seed cost/ ha * R 4256  = $ 327 =  € 294
 

R 3080 = $ 237 = € 212
% Successful plants after 6 weeks 50% of planted seeds 80% of planted seeds
(Relative to number of seeds planted)
*Costs refer to seed prices of 2017

Due to the excellent seedbed preparation, a very high percentage of seed planted emerged. 
However, competition between plants was fierce and the stand thinned over time. After the 
first harvest (20 weeks after planting), there were still more tillers/m² where uncoated seed 
was planted.

• Planted on 22 April – perfect planting
date

• Excellent seedbed preparation - fine,
firm  and weed free

• Seedbed was consolidated after planting
using a roller

• Seeding rate: Uncoated seed – 28 kg/
ha, AgriCOTE® Coated seed < 28 kg/ha

• Planter calibrated with uncoated seed
and left on the same calibration for coated
seed

FARMER 1
(NORTHERN CAPE – IRRIGATION):  EXCELLENT ESTABLISHMENT

Uncoated SuperSonic AgriCOTE® SuperSonic

€ 14
$ 15

€ 49 R 201
$ 55

R 717
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Uncoated
SuperSonic

AgriCOTE®Coated 
SuperSonic

Difference in seed cost/ ha * R 5040 = $388 = € 348 R 3850 = $ 296 = € 266
% Successful plants after 6 weeks 25% of planted seeds 54% of planted seeds
(Relative to number of seeds planted)
*Costs refer to seed prices of 2017

Even though a very high amount of uncoated seed was planted the uncoated and coated seed 
plant densities were equal by 6 weeks after planting with similar number of tillers after the first 
harvest (16 weeks). This is partly due to poor planting techniques (weed competition and no 
seedbed consolidation after a late planting in May). The seeding rates were higher than the 
recommended; however it was not justified. Planting techniques were the limiting factor.

• Planted on 18 May – fairly late planting
date

• Good seedbed preparation - weeds were
however a problem

• Seedbed was not consolidated after
planting

• Seeding rate: Uncoated seed – 35 kg/
ha, Coated seed < 35 kg/ha

• Planter calibrated with uncoated seed
and left on the same calibration for coated
seed

FARMER 2
(NORTHERN CAPE – IRRIGATION):  GOOD ESTABLISHMENT

SuperSonic (uncoated) AgriCOTE® SuperSonic
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Uncoated
SuperSonic

AgriCOTE®Coated 
SuperSonic

Difference in seed cost/ ha R 3344 =  $ 257 =  € 231 R 2420 = $ 186 = € 167
% Successful plants after 6 weeks 37% of planted seeds 62% of planted seeds
(Relative to number of seeds planted)
*Costs refer to seed prices of 2017

Due to seedbed consolidation after planting, a high number of seeds germinated and established 
well. This, even though seedbed preparation was average. The late planting date and establishment 
in cold soil resulted in a slower rate of thinning and weaker competition. After the first harvest 
(16 weeks after planting), the number of tillers/m² was similar even though a very high amount of 
uncoated seed was planted and the plant density after 6 weeks still favoured the uncoated seed.

• Planted on 8 June – late planting date
• Average seedbed preparation – seedbed

was not level
• Seedbed was consolidated after planting

using a roller

• Seeding rate: Uncoated seed – 22 kg/
ha, Coated seed – 22 kg/ha

• Planter calibrated with uncoated and
coated seed

FARMER 3
(NORTHERN CAPE – IRRIGATION):  GOOD ESTABLISHMENT

SuperSonic (uncoated) AgriCOTE® SuperSonic
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TESTIMONIALS
AgriCOTE® COATED SEED

Mr. Abrie de Wet

Mr. Pieter Cronje

The coating material provides free 
"insurance" - where the advantages 
become clear when conditions are 

less than favourable.

Mr. Nicky van der Walt

Mr. Jacques Cilliers

Mr. Abrie de Wet and Mr. 
Pieter Cronje, neighbors from 
the Jacobsdal district, are both 
prime examples of farmers who 
have recognized the value of 
coated seed. According to De 
Wet, he could not observe any 
difference in plant population 
where coated and uncoated 
seed had been planted next to 
each other, at the same 
seeding rate.

Cronje was particularly 
impressed with the quality of 
the coated seed. He attributes 
the success of coated seed to 
the various nutrient 
components within the coating 
as well as the more even 
distribution of seed and better 
seed-soil contact.

Mr. Jacques Cilliers from 
Dinamis Farming in the 
Hartswater district has planted 
coated seed for several 
seasons. He states the cost 
saving alone has made planting 
coated seed worthwhile. In 
addition, further cost savings 
are due to the systemic 
fungicide and insecticide within 
the coating. This prevents the 
need for chemical sprays at the 
early stages of seedling 
development. 

For Mr. Nicky van der Walt, 
from the Luckhoff district, 
planting with coated seed is 
more cost effective. 
Furthermore, he states that the 
nutrients within the coating 
provide for a more robust 
healthy seedling. 
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TESTIMONIALS
Cultivar Choice

There are numerous imported cultivars 
available, however, the lack of independent 
trial data makes it difficult for farmers to make 
an informed choice.

There also exist a perception that high 
growing (>dormancy 9) cultivars always 
produce the highest yield. Reality does 
suggest that this is the case but only up to a  
point after which yield and quality are 
compromised.

Bearing  the above in mind, and then 
selecting specifically for a better leaf/stem 
ratio, yield can actually be increased. It is on 
this basis that SuperSonic, an AGT Foods 
Africa dormancy 9 cultivar, was selected. In 
trials vs a very well known opposition cultivar, 
the following observations were made:

It appears that SuperSonic recovers more 
slowly, however on closer examination more 
tillers per plant are formed. The early height 
difference is therefore falsely interpreted as a 
slow recovery and lower yield. SuperSonic 
tillers however have a higher leaf/stem ratio. 
The shorter plant has a higher leaf retention 
ability. Total leaf production is therefore 
higher which improves forage quality 
significantly. This increased yield potential 
has convinced the farmers, mentioned 
earlier, about SuperSonic's excellent yield 
potential. 

Opposition cultivar 
2.439 t/ha

SuperSonic
2.462 t/ha

61% 64%

39% 36%

An Example of an early-spring harvest of 
SuperSonic and an opposition cultivar 

(Jacobsdal district). Similar differences were 
seen over all the localities and can typically 

be expected throughout the season.

Opposition 
cultivar SuperSonic

 SuperSonic does not grow as tall, 
however no yield differences are 
noted.

 The yield potential of SuperSonic 
can therefore be attributed to a 
more compact plant.

 SuperSonic has thinner stems. This 
allows for quicker drying and a 
decreased leaf loss percentage.

 Hay quality is therefore better. 



Utilization: Ultimately the goal should be to get the highest production of the best quality 
forage possible from any Lucerne stand whether it is grazed or cut for hay or silage. When to 
harvest the crop is influenced by many factors and it is important to note that trade-offs do exist 
between yield, quality and stand persistence. This depends on the stage of harvest as shown 
in the graph below.
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Management

When to cut: There are many opinions as to when the correct cutting time for Lucerne is. It is 
important to know why these opinions differ and what the logic is behind them. 

1st  The decision as when to harvest will depend on the QUALITY OF FORAGE required. If a 
premium exists for top quality forage it will make economic sense to cut for quality 
(vegetative stage) even if yield and persistence is affected. 

2nd  If maximum PERSISTENCE AND HIGH YIELD is the priority, Lucerne should be cut later 
(between 10 - 25% flowering). There are however other factors like environmental 
conditions, cultivar types planted that need to be considered. The systems it is used in 
must also be kept in mind. 

By weighing up the different cutting times, the right method for every system and environment 
can be identified. This will allow for maximum productivity.



17

The “10% flowering stage” is the initiation of the reproductive stage. It is also used as an indicator 
of the cutting stage where optimum quality or quantity regarding production can be achieved. In 
most cases the very early reproductive stage is correlated to regrowth development, which 
is the actual ideal cutting stage. 

TAKE NOTE
! As soon as flowers start appearing, the quality of the harvest decreases rapidly, with no

real benefit in yield. Late identification of the start of flowering can be detrimental to forage
quality.

! With later harvesting, the rate of curing is also slower due to more lignified stems, making
management more of a challenge.

! The initiation of flowering is not always correlated to regrowth: heat and moisture stress
can initiate flowering before regrowth develops.

! During cold periods like in winter and early spring, no flowers will appear, even though there
will be regrowth.

Cutting at “10% flowering” or initiation of reproduction is advised if no regrowth is 
observed first.

Harvest at Regrowth
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The ideal time to cut Lucerne is when the regrowth is just starting to develop (2 - 3cm). By 
cutting at this stage, regrowth is not damaged. Rapid regrowth after cutting is therefore also 
enhanced. This stage is also indicative of optimum quality-quantity hay produced. The best 
time to cut Lucerne is at the regrowth development stage unless flowers are initiated 
before regrowth appears.

Regrowth normally develops from the crown of the plant in the late vegetative/very-early 
reproductive stage. 

Harvest at Fixed Intervals
In traditional Lucerne cultivation areas, like the semi-arid and arid areas under irrigation, farmers 
cut the crop at a fixed cutting interval of 3 - 4 weeks. These farmers then get a premium for 
quality Lucerne. By cutting at short fixed intervals, the crop is always cut in a vegetative stage. 
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The weather is seldom a problem in these low rainfall areas. The dry, hot climate 
allows for quick curing of hay, with little damage to regrowth caused by traffic after 
cutting. In cooler months when growth is slow this interval should be increased to 4 - 6 
weeks. 

Winter active varieties (dormancy 9/10) are more tolerant to short fixed interval 
(frequent) cutting than the more dormant cultivars.  It is nevertheless beneficial to allow 
one harvest per season to become fully reproductive. This allows plants to restore root 
and crown reserves. The midsummer (long days) harvest is often the harvest with 
the poorest quality hay. It is therefore advisable to allow one of these midsummer 
harvests to come into full flower. 

Frequent fixed interval cutting (3 weeks) can be beneficial, as full regrowth has not 
yet started from the crown of the plant this early. This results in less damage by traffic 
after cutting.
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TAKE NOTE
! If not managed properly, fixed interval cutting can negatively influence the persistence of a

stand, as can be seen in the figure.
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Harvesting when Possible
Farmers in regions that are not traditional Lucerne cultivation areas often cut Lucerne when 
they can. This is either due to unfavourable climatic conditions like erratic/high rainfall or 
management constrains like a lack of implements associated with small scale farming. 

The dormancy class commonly grown by these farmers are of an intermediate 
dormancy type like a 6 or 7. These cultivars are more tolerant of poor management, 
unfavourable environments and are also more forgiving when it comes to the 
cutting time, as a result of later flowering. If rain causes a delay in cutting time (7 - 
10 days), the loss in quality of the harvest as well as the possible negative influence 
on the following harvest is much less on an intermediate dormancy cultivar than on a 
winter active cultivar like a 9/10.
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The biggest issue with poor autumn management is that it is a critical time before winter for 
which plants need to prepare themselves. By putting plants under stress before winter, the 
preparation or hardening process is not effective. When cutting in autumn, the risk of winter 
injury must be considered. 

! If a Lucerne stand is required to maintain persistence, autumn management becomes crucial.
! If a stand is required to produce at maximum for only 2 / 3 years, poor autumn management

may be less troubling.

Factors influencing winter survival include temperature, cultivar, soil fertility, cutting strategy, 
cutting height and age of the stand. 

! Periods of lower temperatures are required in autumn for hardening of the plants to take
place and prepare them for winter. Warm periods in winter can break dormancy and make
plants less resistant to freezing.

! The right cultivar and good soil fertility especially adequate K levels will ensure good winter
survival.

! Frequent cutting throughout the season can increase winter injury. Lucerne is a perennial

Autumn Management and Stand 
Persistence
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plant that stores energy reserves in the roots and crown of the plants. These reserves are 
used for regrowth after winter and after every harvest. 

Lucerne requires 4 - 6 weeks of uninterrupted growth in late autumn to accumulate sufficient 
reserves for winter survival. Cutting during the critical autumn period of early March to mid-
April can have negative effect on the stand density and vigour in the following season, 
as well as the longevity of Lucerne. This is due to the lower reserve levels as the plants go 
through a stressful time in winter. Newly established stands are particularly vulnerable due 
to lower reserves in the crown and roots of the plant. 

Depending on the growth rate, Lucerne plants use root and crown reserves for regrowth. When 
the plants reach a height of 15 - 20 cm the plant can build reserves again for future use. The plant 
is therefore at its most susceptible to cold at this stage. It is however tempting to cut whenever 
there is sufficient material. Consideration of the management earlier in the season and also the 
future plans with the stand should determine the decision to cut. Regrowth during winter (warm 
spells) and in spring, requires sufficient root and crown reserves. 
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When a Lucerne stand does not produce 
acceptably anymore, rotating with another 
crop should be considered before 
establishing again. To rotate to another 
crop should be based on production 
performance. Evaluating and quantifying 
the stand density will give a good 
indication on what the production 
potential still is. 

Lucerne has the ability to produce 
maximum yield over a wide range of stand 
densities, with individual plants 
compensating for lower stand density by 
producing more tillers. A tiller density is 
therefore a much better indicator of 
possible stand performance than plant 
density. 

For new stands, plant density can be 
evaluated. There should be about 270 - 320 
seedlings/m² after establishment. Plants 
compete with each other resulting in 
stands thinning with time. Tiller densities 
below 420/m² is normally an indicator of 
yields starting to decrease. It has been 
recorded that 35 - 45 healthy plants/m² can 
still produce this number of tillers under 
good management. Under most conditions 
at least 65 - 75 plants/m² are required to 
produce this number of tillers. 

When to rotate
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The choice of cultivar depends upon the type of cultivar with specific reference to its dormancy 
rating:

A dormancy rating of 1 = strongly dormant during winter
A dormancy rating of >10 = winter active or non-dormant

In RSA the following dormancy classes are most suitable:
• 5 = semi-dormant
• 6&7 = intermediate dormancy
• 8 = non-dormant
• 9&10 = strongly non-dormant

Cultivars

Onset of dormancy: Short days in autumn, 
initiates the onset of dormancy of dormant 
cultivars. Winter active cultivars do 
not possess the mechanism required to 
sense short days, therefore these cultivars 
only cease growth at lower temperatures. 
Winter dormant cultivars become dormant 
earlier, in preparation for longer, more severe 
winters. As soon as the onset of dormancy 
is initiated, proteins and carbohydrates 
accumulate in crowns and roots of the 
plants. These are used as reserves during 
and after winter. Some of these reserves are 
then broken down into simple molecules that 

provide plant cells with anti-freeze qualities. 
This hardening process allows plants to 
survive any type of stress, especially cold 
stress. Should a Lucerne stand be exposed 
to -2°C during the summer/growing season, 
plants would not survive. With this, no 
gradual hardening occurs and stand loss 
may even occur. In winter months, most 
dormant Lucerne stands will be able to 
survive -15°C. De-hardening after (or 
during) winter occurs when temperatures 
rise above 5°C.
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SuperCuf
A variety with higher yield, improved disease 
and pest resistance than its 
predecessor CUF 101

Agronomic characteristics:
• Plants are moderately tall, with erect leafy

stems
• Highly winter active, dormancy rating 9
• Strong autumn and spring growth
• Vigorous recovery from cutting or grazing

SuperSonic
A new variety that is better adapted to higher 
temperatures and a variety of soils 
and persists longer in later years. 

Agronomic characteristics:
• Plants are moderately tall, with frequent

fine stems, leafy branches
• Plants are highly winter active, dormancy
• rating 9
• Good year round growth
• Vigorous recovery from cutting or grazing
• Higher leaf to stem ratio and finer stems

than the breeding parents, particularly
close to the crown of the plant. This results
in higher protein, digestibility and fodder
quality

• Advantageous for intensive forage cutting
programs

Disease and pest resistance:
Blue Pea Anthracnose Phytophthora FusariumSpotted 

Aphid Aphid Aphid
SuperSonic R HR R MR HR HR
SuperCuf HR HR R LR R -

*HR – highly resistant, R – resistant, MR – moderate resistant, LR – low resistance, S - Susceptible

Icon HR HR R S HR -

Icon
A variety with higher yields: Plants are 
relatively winter active in their growth 
(Dormancy 7) and grows strongly in the 
summer. Icon is selected from Aurora.

Agronomic characteristics:
• Plants are moderately tall, with erect leafy 

stems
• Icon's resistance to diseases, nematodes 

and insects are notable
• Vigorous recovery after harvesting 

contributes to the longevity of the stand
• Suitable for both cutting and grazing 

systems 
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Resources
• Alfalfa management guide
• Alfalfa (Medicago sativa L.) seed yield and quality under different forage management

systems and irrigation treatments in a Mediterranean environment – Field crops research,
2002

• FAO - http://www.fao.org/ag/agp/AGPC/doc/gbase/data/pf000346.htm
• Feedipedia - Animal feed resources information system - Alfalfa (Medicago sativa) -

http://www.feedipedia.org/node/275
• National Lucerne Trust - http://www.lusern.org/
• Pasture Handbook, Kejafa Knowledge Works, ISBN 0-620-31994-1
• SANSOR - http://sansor.org/alfalfalucerne/
• Tropical Forages - http://www.tropicalforages.info/key/Forages/Media/Html/Medicago_

sativa.htm
• Truter, WF. Dannhauser, CS, Smith, H. and Trytsman, G. 2014. Medicago sativa (Lucerne).

Integrated Crop and Pasture-based livestock production systems. Conservation Agriculture
– Part 8 . SA Grain. ISSN 1814-1676. Page 81-83.

“Values in this document come from the literature 
resources. Where required, values have been adapted to 
Southern African conditions and industry experience”

Information peer reviewed by:
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