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Pros & Cons of Using Companion Crops When 
Planting Alfalfa 

Bruce Anderson, Extension Forage Specialist 

Alfalfa often may be seeded with a companion crop like oats to 
control weeds and erosion and provide a crop of grain or 
hay.  Clear seeding alfalfa alone, without a companion crop, 
also works well.  A preplant herbicide like trifluralin, Balan or 
Eptam often is sprayed and incorporated first to control weeds 
in a clear seeding, but a herbicide isn't always necessary.  So, 
which practice should you use? 

Your needs and objectives determine whether a companion 
crop or a clear seeding is better for you.  I tend to prefer clear 
seeding where erosion is unlikely because alfalfa production 
begins sooner, with 2 to 4 tons possible the seeding 
year.  Companion crops reduce alfalfa yield the first year and 
often they cause thinner stands.  Also, yields and stands in 
following years almost always are better with a successful clear 
seeding than when using a companion crop. 

In describing oats planted with alfalfa I use the term "companion 
crop" rather than "nurse crop" because oats don't act like a 
nurse crop with seedling alfalfa. They act like weeds, robbing 
alfalfa seedlings of moisture, sunlight, and nutrients during the 
seeding year.  However, on erosive ground a companion crop 
can be necessary or alfalfa may not start at all. 

If you want 
alfalfa, plant 
only alfalfa. If 
erosion is a 
problem, 
include about 
half a bushel of 
oats with your 

alfalfa.  Then kill oats early using Poast 
Plus or Select herbicide, or Roundup if your 
alfalfa is Roundup Ready. The next best 
option is to hay the oats early rather than 
taking grain.  Likewise, if you want oats, 
plant only oats. Then seed alfalfa into oat 
stubble next August if soil moisture is good.  Your alfalfa will be better because of it. 

  

IN THE FIELD  
 
 

Clinics for Ag 
Finance, Ag Law 

Openings are available for 
one-on-one, confidential Farm 
Finance Clinics being 
conducted across the state 
each month. An experienced 
ag law attorney and ag 
financial counselor will be 
available to address farm and 
ranch issues related to 
financial planning, estate and 
transition planning, farm loan 
programs, debtor/creditor law, 
water rights, and other 
relevant matters. They offer 
an opportunity to seek an 
experienced outside opinion 
on issues affecting your farm 
or ranch. 

To sign up for a clinic or to 
get more information, call 
Michelle at the Nebraska 
Farm Hotline at  
1-800-464-0258. 

Clinic Sites and Dates 
April 7, Grand Island 
April 7, Norfolk  
April 14, North Platte 
April 21, Lexington 
April 22, Fairbury 
April 28, Valentine 
April 29, Norfolk 
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Control Early Stages of Marestail and Kochia 

Glyphosate-resistant weeds 
pose a major threat to no-till 
production in Nebraska. 
Glyphosate-resistant 
marestail is widespread 
throughout the state and 
glyphosate-resistant kochia 
has become a major problem 
in western Nebraska. Both 
species have an early-
emergence pattern; thus, 
early season control becomes 
imperative for successful 
management. In Nebraska, 
marestail (Figure 1) emerges 
primarily in the fall, 
overwinters as a small 
rosette, and resumes 
development in the spring. 
Kochia (Figure 2) emerges in 
late winter and early spring. 

This has been a mild winter 
and weeds will continue to 
take advantage of above 
normal temperatures. 
Marestail rosettes and kochia 
seedlings were detected this 
week in fields at the West 
Central Research and 
Extension Center in North 
Platte. Be sure to scout your 
fields and if these weeds are 
present and weather 
conditions remain favorable 
(temperatures above 50ºF), 
apply herbicides now to 
maximize control. 

Consider using a burndown 
product along with residual herbicides to control established marestail rosettes and kochia 
seedlings and to suppress those that are yet to emerge. Keep in mind that weeds are most 
susceptible to herbicides at early stages and that multiple effective modes-of-action must be 
considered at each application to reduce the selection pressure for resistant weeds. For 
herbicide options to control marestail and kochia see specific crop sections in the UNL Guide for 
Weed, Disease, and Insect Management in Nebraska. 
 
A clean start is important for a successful growing season. The popular slogan “Start Clean – 
Stay Clean” is particularly imperative for the management of these two species. 
 
Source: Rodrigo Werle, Cropping Systems Specialist; Greg Kruger, Weed Science and Application 
Technology Specialist; Both at the West Central Research and Extension Center 

Figure 1. Marestail seedlings (above) 
Figure 2. Kochia seedling (below) (Phots by Rodrigo Werle) 
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Managing and Preparing for Nitrogen Loss 

Spring is officially here, and with it the uncertainty of spring rains or late snow showers. For many 
Nebraska farmers, finishing preparation for planting or waiting on the starting line to plant is the 
number one priority. Nitrogen (N) management may not be the most important thought crossing their 
minds. But, now is a great time to think about N management for this upcoming season. The 
uncertainty of spring weather is a constant reminder that there are things we can and cannot control. 
We certainly cannot control the weather, or how much rain we get, but we can control how much N 
we apply and when. The best way to think about N management is managing risk. 

Nitrogen is a mobile nutrient in 
the soil that can be lost through: 

 leaching below the root zone 
with excess moisture, 

 denitrification to the air in 
waterlogged soils (ponded 
water situations), and 

 volatilization of urea-
containing fertilizers that are 
not incorporated by moisture 
within several days of 
application. 

Corn needs N to grow and yield 
well, so ensuring N stays in the 
root zone and available to the 
growing crop is essential. So, 
what is the best way to manage 
the risk of losing N? Ideally, 
small amounts of N would be 
applied many times throughout 
the season. This essentially 
mimics fertigation; however, if 
fertigation is not available, there 
are many other options. 

The best option will, of course, 
depend on your operation, but minimizing exposure risk of your applied N is essential to reducing 
the amount of N needed to reach an economic optimum rate. In other words, sidedress most of your 
N in season if at all possible when the crop is actively taking up N (V8-VT growth stages) (Figure 1). 

Nitrogen will still need to be applied early in the season. In that case, consider using inhibitors. Our 
colleagues at North Dakota State University have an excellent resource that goes through the 
various inhibitors and their efficacy: Nitrogen Extenders and Additives (SF 1581) by soil scientist 
D.W. Franzen.  

But, how do we choose a rate of N to apply? Fertilizer Suggestions for Corn (Nebraska Extension 
EC117) is an excellent resource that walks a user through calculating an N rate for the upcoming 
season using the UNL algorithm. We also have an Excel® calculator, the UNL Corn Nitrogen 
Calculator for Nebraska, which helps step through this same algorithm. It and other soil 
management resources are available in the Soil Management section of CropWatch. 

But, with all methods, there are fail points. The UNL algorithm is an effective guide to determining N 
rate, but it is only a starting point. Conditions change during the season and if they become 
conducive to N loss, appropriate management will be needed to react and adjust. 
Source: Cropwatch (http://cropwatch.unl.edu/2016/managing-and-preparing-nitrogen-loss) - Brian Krienke, Soils Extension 
Educator 

Figure 1. Cumulative nitrogen (N) accumulation on a 
percentage and pound-per-acre basis from VE to R6. Grain 
yield average 225 bu/ac. (Source: Corn Growth and Development, PMR 1009, 


