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Currently, Argentina does not have an official and standardized classification system for the commercialization 
of alfalfa hay. Thus, the National Institute of Agricultural Technology (INTA) proposes that the alfalfa hay quality 
classification system to be used for both domestic and international markets could be in accordance to the one 
that it is being used in the USA (Orloff & Putnam, 2015) and in many other countries worldwide. The system 
includes five hay quality classes: 1) Superior, 2) Premium, 3) Primera, 4) Segunda and 5) Tercera, which in 
comparison to the USA system are equivalent to Supreme, Premium, Good, Fair and Utility, respectively. 

The belonging to a particular class is determined by the chemical composition of the hay, defined by the content 
of neutral detergent fiber (% NDF), acid detergent fiber (% ADF), relative feed value (RFV), crude protein (% 
CP) and total digestible nutrients (% TDN). Proposed values for each class are expressed on a dry matter basis 
and are as follows: 

 

CLASS ADF % NDF % RFV TDN % CP % 

Superior < 27 < 34 > 185 > 62 > 22 

Premium 27-29 34-36 170-185 60,5-62 20-22 

Primera 29-32 36-40 150-170 58-60 18-20 

Segunda 32-35 40-44 130-150 56-58 16-18 

Tercera > 35 > 44 < 130 < 56 < 16 

ADF: acid detergent fiber, NDF: neutral detergent fiber, RFV: relative feed value, calculated as [88.9 – (0.779x %FDA)] x [(120/% 
FDN)]/1.29, TDN: total digestible nutrients, calculated as 82.38 – (0.7515 x %FDA), CP: crude protein. All % values are on dry matter basis. 

 

An additional and very important trait is the moisture content, which must not be higher than 14% for both, 
domestic and export markets. 
Besides the chemical composition, each class is also accompanied by an organoleptic description, which can be 
summarized as follows: 
 
 

CLASS ORGANOLEPTIC TRAITS 

Superior Late vegetative to early bud stage; soft, fine stems; very leafy; bright green colour; no evidence of damage. 

Premium Mid bud to late bud stage; fine stems; very leafy; green colour; no evidence of damage. 

Primera Early bloom (10% flower) stage; fine to medium stems; leafy; no evidence of damage other than slight 
discoloration. 

Segunda Mid-bloom stage (50% flower); moderate leafiness; medium to coarse stems. If evidence of damage, type of 
and degree must be described. 

Tercera Full-bloom (100% flower) to mid-pod stage; low leafiness; coarse stems. If evidence of damage, type and 
degree must be described. 

Damage may include discoloration (light green to yellow) caused by excessive sunlight, presence of weeds, dirt or other foreign 
materials, brown colour due to rainfall during drying period, white colour and/or unpleasant smell due to mold growth, and 
dark/black colour due to fermentation and high temperature caused by excessive moisture at baling. 

In order to correctly estimate the real quality of a hay lot, it is essential to obtain a representative sample. For doing 
that, we strongly recommend to follow the Alfalfa Hay Sampling Protocol defined by Urrets Zavalía et al. (2018). 
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