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Planning your crop program
for the 1998 season involves
many important decisions:
hybrid selection, balanced soil
fertility, effective herbicide
programs, insecticides ...and
the list goes on.

A key ingredient to the suc-
cess of this program is your
crop rotation, the backbone of
any feed or grain production
system. With tight financial
margins and expanding dairy
operations on limited acreage,
maximizing the profitability
and production of your crop-
ping system is essential. For
dairy farmers, careful attention
mustbe givento the cropmix to
insure that forage production
matches the feed needs of the
herd, forage inventory on hand,
and storage capabilities.

This may be particularly
important if you experienced a

shortfall of forages because of
the drought conditions in 1997.
A mismatch of your feed needs
and crop production capabili-
ties can cause a shortfall of one
forage at a certain time of the
year. Running out isexpensive!

A good starting point is to
evaluate alfalfa stands soon
after green-up in early spring
and determineifthey are likely
to profitable for another year.
Alfalfa fields in the third or
fourth year of production with
lessthan4to 5 plantsper square
foot are likely candidates for
rotation. These fields can be
spring-killed and planted to
full-season com or, if condi-
tions permit, double-cropped
after first cutting haylage.

If stands are really thin orthe
perspective field is prone to
drought, don’t risk double-
cropping com afterfirst cutting.
Thehay yield may betoo low or
the yield penalty on your com
crop following hay may be too
great

Don’t Forget Crop Rotation
Dairy farms that are able to

produce adequate amounts of
forage and have additional
acres in continuous com for
grain may want to consider
adding soybeans to their rota-
tion. Substituting soybeans for
com in the later years of rota-
tion can reduce inputs, help
control perennial weeds, and
improve the drought tolerance
and yield stability of the crop
system.

However, for dairy farms
where acreage is limited and
forage production must be
emphasized, a shorter, 3-year
com/alfalfa rotation can pro-
vide sane of these same bene-
fits while generating large
amounts ofhigh qualityforage.

Thekey tomaking a success-
ful rotation profitable is taking
advantage of all rotational cre-
dits to reduce input costs and
recognizing the yield impact of
rotational effect. Com follow-
ing a legume, either alfalfa or
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soybeans, will often outyield
continuous com by IS percent
to 20 percent under average
conditions, and potentially
much more under drought
conditions.

A crop rotation with a large
proportion of com in the first
year of production has a high
level of drought tolerance.

Planning a successful crop
rotation is not easy. It takes
time and attention to detail,
both for this year’s production
and upcoming years. First you
must asses the feed needs of
your livestock operation and
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the production capabilities of
your soil.Next, determineyour
current cost of production (for
each crop) and actual crop
yields. Then, match crops to
soil capability, emphasizing
forage production. Finally, take
advantage of all rotational cre-
dits to reduce inputs in your
crop program.

The profits of diversifying
your rotation may not be in the
soybean crop you add, but in
the benefits it will bring the
entire crop system. Recogniz-
ing and taking advantage of
these benefits can truly pay off!


