
Alfalfa Seed 

                                                                                            Medicago sativa (Leguminosae) 

 

 

Fast Facts:    

  
 

 

 

 

         

           

                       Alfalfa seed is the 29
th
 most valuable commodity in the state 

 

Description  

of crop:  
An alfalfa stand is planted from mid-March to early May for a seedling-year crop 

or planted in late summer for harvest the following year.  Seed farmers keep their 

alfalfa uncut in order to bloom from about the first of June to mid-June. 

Successful pollination is critical for a profitable crop and occurs in July and 

August. Leafcutter bees are used throughout Washington for pollination; 

however, in the Touchet Valley of Walla Walla growers also use alkali bees.  The 

crop is cross-pollinated in late June and July, dried naturally in early August and 

then desiccated. The crop is harvested at the end of August or early September. In 

the Walla Walla Valley, the most abundantly grown type of alfalfa for seed is the 

winter hearty variety which survives in colder climates 

 

Key pests:  
Lygus bugs are the most critical pest. The pea aphid, alfalfa weevil, spotted alfalfa 

aphid, alfalfa seed chalcid, alfalfa looper, armyworms and spider mites are also 

pests.  Weed such as annual grasses and perennial grasses; compete with alfalfa 

seed for light and nutrition.  Other weeds such as dodder, Canada thistle, prickly 

lettuce, catchweed, bedstraw, mayweed, kochia and hairy nightshade are difficult 

to remove from alfalfa seed. Not only are they expensive for growers to separate 

out of the alfalfa seed, the seed cannot be certified with them intermixed. Another 

pest in alfalfa seed is sclerotina, a fungus that kills the top portion of the plant.  It 

kills the growth and leaves black sclerotia in the alfalfa seeds, which then renders 

it useless. Verticillium wilt was a severe problem in the 70ôs and 80ôs but plant 

resistant varieties to this disease have helped reduce this problem.  

 

Key pesticides: 

Lygus bugs and alfalfa weevil are controlled with Assail, Brigade, Thionex and 

Warrior.  Rimon can be used during bloom for lygus bugs.  Aphids are controlled 

with Brigade, Thionex and Pirimor and spider mites with Comite, Onager and 

Acramite. Deliver, Warrior and Proaxis are used to control armyworms.  Loopers 

Acres harvested in Washington: 14,000 

Yield per Acre (lbs) 940 

 Per  harvested acre value: $1,005 in 2007  

 Number of Growers: 82 

Value of Production: $26,200,000 

*Statistics Provided by the Washington Agriculture     

Statistics Service (NASS). 

 



are controlled with Deliver, Proaxis, Warrior and Mustang. Dodder is deterred 

with Prowl.  Most of the other weeds are controlled with Sinbar, Velpar, and 

Centaur.  New alfalfa seedlings can be treated with Pursuit and Raptor. Growers 

often burn their fields in January and February to control sclerotina.  

 

Critical pest  

control  issues:  

Since alfalfa seed is classified as a nonfood, nonfeed crop they have a number of 

available pesticides that are not registered to other crops.  However, because bees 

pollinate alfalfa, insecticides must be effective on pests but not harmful to bees or 

predators. Control of weeds like lambsquarter, pigweeds, wild mustard and 

Canada thistle also help in preventing sclerotina since they can act as a host and 

perpetuate the disease cycle. Diseases have been controlled somewhat with the 

practice of crop rotation. 

 

 

Expert contacts: Doug Walsh, Insects 

WSU-IAREC 

24106 N Bunn Rd. 

Prosser, WA 99350 

509 786 9287 

 

Rick Boydston, Weeds 

WSU-IAREC 

Prosser, WA 99350 

24106 N Bunn Rd 

509 786 9267 

 

Mark Wagoner, Production practices 

Rt.1, Box 133-A 

Touchet, WA 99360 

509 394 2970 

Location  

of production: Adams, Benton, Ferry, Douglas Franklin, Grant, Kittitas, Klickitat, 

Lincoln, Okanogan, Snohomish, Spokane, Stevens, Walla Walla, Whitman, and Yakima 

counties. 
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Alkli bees 

 

 
Touchet, Wa 



 
 

 

 
Leaf cutter bee shed 


