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INTRODUCTION: New grazing management guidelines for alfalfa have been promoted in New Zealand for the 

last 15 years (Moot et al. 2003). These maximize consumption of high quality leaf and soft stem, particularly in 

spring and summer. A period of extended growth in autumn is used to recharge underground reserves to maintain 

persistence of the alfalfa stands. This paper summarises the grazing rules, liveweight gains and on-farm 

experiences of farmers adopting them. 

OBJECTIVE: To quantify animal production by sheep from rotationally grazed alfalfa in New Zealand.  

MATERIALS AND METHODS: Data source. Data were sourced from three field experiments (Moot et al. 

2016) and two on-farm case studies. In each case alfalfa was rotationally grazed from early spring until water 

deficits stopped growth in summer. A period of 6-7 weeks regrowth is advocated in autumn which is the only 

time plants are allowed to flower. Grazing in spring commences when the first paddock is 10-15 cm tall and is 

stocked at ~12 ewes+twin lambs per ha. These animals complete the first rotation through six paddocks in 28-35 

days depending on weather conditions. The second rotation aims for all paddocks to be 35-40 cm tall on entry. 

This equates to about 3 ton of dry matter (DM) per ha. In Canterbury, liveweight gain was measured 2-4 weekly 

on-station with 3- 5 years of data analysed. On-farm production gains are reported over a 10 year period from 

Bonavaree farm in Marlborough (550 mm average annual rainfall) and a 9 year period at Bog Roy Station in the 

Mackenzie District (450 mm average annual rainfall). 

RESULTS: On-station experiments consistently showed twin lambs growing >300 g/hd/d from birth to weaning 

(Fig 1a) which allowed them to reach killing weights (>17.5 kg carcass weight) in 100-120 days. On-farm 

production at Bonavaree has increased meat production per hectare by 94% over 10 years through increased 

lambing percentage (117 vs. 143%), and individual lamb weights (13.3 vs. 19 kg/hd). At Bog Roy total lamb weight 

weaned has increased 50% from 20% more ewes (Fig. 1b). 

 

Fig 1. a) Correlation between LWt gain (g/hd/d) of ewes and suckling twin lambs grazing dryland lucerne for three dryland 

alfalfa grazing experiments in Canterbury and b) changes in lamb weaned (t) and number of ewes mated at Bog Roy Station 

in the Mackenzie District. 

CONCLUSIONS: Adoption of changes in grazing management for alfalfa has resulted in increased animal 

production per head and per hectare on-farm. Changed grazing management has transformed over 200,000 ha 

of low rainfall areas in New Zealand. 
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