
	  

	  

	  
Establishing Pasture and the Deception of Forage Mixture Labels 

By	  John	  McGregor,	  MFGA	  Extension	  Support	  

As we start to move into February many of you may be thinking of the need to renovate 
some of your pasture or hay lands. Knowing what species to establish, when to plant 
them and what nutrients they require is certainly crucial for establishing a good pasture 
stand, but there’s one thing that’s perhaps a little less obvious but equally important. 
What forage mixture best suits your soils and your needs. The Forage Adaptation Chart 
can help you identify forage species that may be best suited for your individual situation. 
(http://mbfc.s3.amazonaws.com/2008_fact_sheets/18_2008_forage_adaptation_brochu
re_150750.pdf) 
 
Many seed companies offer a stock forage blend that fit a number of general forage 
needs. These blends are extremely useful and may meet your needs but after you have 
made that decision it is critical that you understand what, exactly, do the numbers on 
your forage seed mixture mean? According to the Canadian Food Inspection Agency’s 
regulations, forage seed mixture species are to be listed as “percentage of weight.” 
Although this regulation maintains consistency across the forage seed system, it can 
also result in great misunderstandings. 
 
The table below is of a typical stock forage blend, if you compare the weight of the 
species compared to the number of seeds per pound, what shows up in the field can be 
very different than the percentage by weight. In the table, the difference is evident. For 
example: timothy is listed at 10% of the seed (by weight) in this forage mixture, yet it 
would likely amount to over 30% of the total population of the plant stand. Looking at the 
alfalfa you see that this mix only amount to about 3% of the stand. 
 

Species Seed/lb % Seed by 
wt. 

Seed in mix 
by wt. 

% of Plants 
in Stand 

Meadow 
Brome 

80,000 50 40,000 10 

Orchard 
grass 

650,000 35 227,500 57 

Timothy 1,230,000 10 123,000 30 
Alfalfa 220,000 5 11,000 3 

 
 
Fortunately, the math required to determine the percentage of plants in the stand is 
relatively simple, provided you have a few key parameters. 
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% of Plants in Stand = % of seed by weight (as decimal) x seeds/lb 
Total seeds/lb 

 
Once you’ve completed your calculus homework, it’s time to consider timing, nutrition 
and grazing.  
 
First, evaluate the current management of the site. If you’re ready to reseed, then you 
must not like what is growing on the site. However, what is growing there now is what is 
best adapted to how the site is currently being managed. If the area is reseeded, but the 
management is not changed, then soon the site will return to its present condition. 
Management changes might include more cross-fencing to allow more intensive 
rotational management, moving current fences so that different soil types are not fenced 
together into one unit, or creating a winter confinement area to protect pastures when 
soils are saturated and the grass isn’t growing very fast.  
 
Seed forages at the recommended time of year. Seedlings are very easily damaged or 
killed by droughty topsoil, high soil temperatures, saturated soil, or frost heaving. Early 
spring is generally the best time to seed forage. 
 
Kill the existing vegetation before reseeding. Plants with roots and leaves will always 
win the competition with seeds, so to favor the seeds, kill the undesirable plants. The 
existing vegetation can be killed either chemically or mechanically. If the field was in 
grass and is being reseeded directly back to grass, try to allow at least 4 weeks 
between initial plowing or discing and reseeding allowing breakdown of green 
vegetation.  
 
Seeding depth is critical. Grass and legume seeds are extremely small; if buried too 
deep in the soil, they will run out of energy before they reach the surface. Never seed 
deeper than 1/4 inch. It’s better to seed too shallow than too deep, even if it means 
broadcasting seed directly on the soil surface. While a packer seeder will do the best 
job of seeding, broadcasting seed followed by a light harrowing on a firm seedbed will 
usually give acceptable results. 
 
Before letting livestock out on your new pasture, use the “Pull Test” to determine 
readiness. Grab a single plant and give a sharp tug. If you can pull the plant out of the 
soil, so can livestock. Don’t let livestock graze new seedlings until they pass the Pull 
Test. After a new seeding has passed the Pull Test, for the next 90 days allow livestock 
to graze only lightly in a pasture rotation system to ensure healthy root development. In 
the meantime, it’s fine to mow the field for hay or green feed to a 4” stubble height. 
 
For more information go to Tips for Improving Forage Establishment: 
http://www.gov.mb.ca/agriculture/crops/production/forages/tips-for-improving-forage-
establishment-success.html. 


