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Searching for Efficiency and Profitability:
An Inside Look at Forage Research
By Elise Brown
A livestock producer’s profitability and efficiency can depend on products so small,
hundreds of them could fit in his or her hand.
Seeds form the foundation of forage-based
livestock production. The forage seed industry develops, produces, and distributes the
legume and grass seeds needed for quality
animal nutrition.
Research begins this process, as scientists
develop varieties that yield well, deliver high
quality, and persist through many challenges.
These traits guide plant breeding experts like
Sam Stratton and Miles Kuhn.

Miles Kuhn and Sam Stratton: Miles Kuhn (left)
worked as an assistant plant breeder under Sam
Stratton at FFR Cooperative for 18 years. He then
moved to Allied Seed in 2013.Photo by Elise Brown.

Sam Stratton with Forage Solutions, Inc.,
spent his career as a plant breeder with FFR
Cooperative. Miles Kuhn represents Allied
Seed, L.L.C., in agronomic sales. His career
experience includes the entire forage chain:
production agriculture, research and development, and production and distribution.
They both noted that yield is essential when
generating new varieties.
“Yield is king,” Kuhn said. “It has to produce
the best, the most tonnage it can.”

Perennial Ryegrass in Tall Fescue: Tall fescue surrounds a plot
of dead perennial ryegrass in a yield trial in New Castle, KY.
FFR file photo

December 2019

When eating high-quality plants, animals can
easily take in and utilize protein and other nutrients. This leads to their improved rate of
gain and a higher quality product.
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A persistent plant possesses winter survivability, longevity, and hardiness, as well as
drought tolerance. It also can endure grazing
and withstand animal pressure.
All of these attributes are kept in mind when a
breeding program begins.

Orchardgrass nursery: Contrasting genotypes can be seen
in this orchardgrass nursery in Buck Creek. FFR file photo

Other quality attributes include disease resistance and reduced lignin, which means the
plant is more digestible. Lignin can be reduced
through the use of conventional plant breeding
or genetically modified organisms.

“You can’t get somewhere if you don’t know
where it is you’re headed, or at least not very
efficiently,” Stratton said. “Start with what you
want to end up with, and then work backwards
from that.”

The objectives also will depend on the crop
and target market. Stratton and Kuhn noted
that within the forage industry, much research
focuses on alfalfa, clover, orchardgrass, tall
fescue, and timothy.
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Researchers then collect material from their
own programs, the marketplace, or universities
for breeding new plants. These plants are analyzed over a set period of time in a variety of
environments. The individuals that performed
well are bred for offspring with desirable traits.
In turn, these new plants are evaluated over
several years in various locations. From the
data collected, varieties are picked for market
and registered to national organizations and
review boards.
After that, the seeds are produced for commercialization and sold. The entire process takes 7
-10 years to complete before a bag of seed
reaches the end user.
“Ultimately, it’s the animal,” Stratton said. “But
they’re not the ones that write the check and
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make the decision. The farmer, the producer,
they’re going to do the purchasing.”
Both Stratton and Kuhn noted that it’s
important to continue researching forages and
developing new varieties.
“There’s always a new disease on the horizon
or a potential new insect that might come in,”
Kuhn said.
He added that the forage seed industry must
continually improve to meet these challenges.
“There is no silver bullet forage out there, a
species that’s going to be all and do all.”
Stratton agreed.
“It all goes back, eventually, to profitability for
the grower,” he said. “If the new variety isn’t
going to gain him anything in efficiency and
profitability, there’s no advantage to it.”
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Seasonal Tips

Keep ATVs and other vehicles out of alfalfa.

December

Frost-seed legumes in pasture that contain
less than 30 percent legumes.

Begin feeding legume hay or a protein supplement fortified with Vitamin A to livestock
that are grazing corn residues (if necessary).
Calculate the costs and returns associated
with the forage enterprise this year.
January
Graze corn residue (if soil conditions permit)
and supplement with good quality forage.
Provide windbreaks or shelters and extra
energy feed in very cold weather.
Calculate the costs and possible returns for
this year’s forage enterprise (if not done in
December).
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February
Frost-seed legumes in pastures that contain
less than 30 percent legumes (if not done in
January).
Remove livestock from corn residue fields (if
not done earlier) to avoid soil compaction.
Frost-seed legumes into winter small-grain
fields.
Apply appropriate herbicides in alfalfa (if necessary) to control winter-annual grass and
other broadleaf weeds.
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Upcoming Events
December 10, 2019 through January 15, 2020:
Indiana Beef Cattle Association/Purdue Extension Area Beef Meetings.
See www.indianabeef.org
January 5-8, 2020: American Forage and Grassland Conference—Greenville, SC.
See www.afgc.org
January 25, 2020: Indiana Beef Cattle Association Convention – Sheraton North,
Indianapolis, IN. See www.indianabeef.org/indiana-beef-cattle-association
February 7-8, 2020: Northern Indiana Grazing Conference – Michiana Event Center,
Shipshewana, IN. See lagrange-swcd.wixsite.com/lagrangeswcd/nigc
February 27, 2020: Indiana Forage Council Annual Meeting and Seminar - William H.
Daniel Turfgrass and Diagnostic Center, West Lafayette, IN. Details coming soon at
indianaforage.org
March 4, 2020: Southern Indiana Grazing Conference - WestGate Academy
Conferencing & Training Center, 13598 E 1650 N, Odon IN.
See daviesscoswcd.org/index.php/sigc

June 5-6, 2020: Southern Indiana “Making a Difference with Improved Grazing
Systems” Workshop. Details coming soon at indianaforage.org
June 12-13, 2020: Northern Indiana “Making a Difference with Improved Grazing
Systems” Workshop. Details coming soon at indianaforage.org

Check the IFC website, indianaforage.org, for updates!

Warm wishes this holiday season from your IFC family.
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