Do Four Cuttings of Alfalfa Use More Water than Three?
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Some wonder why growers would consider making four alfalfa cuttings rather than three, especially in a drought year like this. Some people go so far to say that growers are greedy if they take four cuttings.  There are a lot of misconceptions about alfalfa growth and water use.  
Alfalfa water use is not determined by the number of cuttings—there is no set amount of water needed per cutting. What matters is the length of time there is a full canopy (or alfalfa cover) transpiring water.   The quantity of water actually retained in a crop at harvest is relatively insignificant.  The overwhelming majority of the water used by alfalfa, or by any crop, is taken up by the plant roots and evaporated out pores on the leaf surface.  This is essential for nutrient uptake and to cool the plant.  So the number of cuttings per se does not dictate the amount of water used.  For example, does your lawn use more water if you cut it once a week rather than once every week and a half or two weeks?  
Actually, when alfalfa uses the least water is right after it is cut and there is little leaf area.  Water use increases until there is a fully canopy of alfalfa leaves (the ground surface is no longer visible) and then alfalfa water use remains relatively constant.  So taking four cuttings rather than three does not mean that alfalfa needs 33% more water.  If the growing season for the crop is the same, alfalfa cut four times could actually use less water. However, if the alfalfa is irrigated later into the growing season to achieve four cuts, then slightly more water may be applied.  The length of the growing season is somewhat fixed in our environment because the plant responds to day length (photoperiod) and temperature and growth (as well as water use) slows considerably in September.  Whether growers take three or four cuttings, most growers are done irrigating alfalfa in early to mid September (or even late August in some cases).  Growers don’t want to delay cutting too late into the fall because the risk of rain increases and it becomes increasingly difficult to make hay. 
So why would a grower want to take four cuttings this year, especially when harvest costs are higher the more times the crop is cut?  The weather and market dictate how often alfalfa should be cut.  Except for the hard frost we had in May, this was a warm spring and the crop was significantly ahead of normal.  Some fields in Tulelake and even Butte Valley (where four cuttings are normally unheard of) are being cut four times this year. There is an optimum window when alfalfa should be cut depending on the market and the class of livestock that consumes the hay.  Alfalfa quality and digestibility decline with advancing maturity.  So to avoid having overly mature alfalfa (rank, “stemmy” and “bloomy” hay) the grower may elect to cut four times on the fields that were cut first in the spring. Most growers have multiple fields to cut and it requires 2 to 3 weeks to cut all the fields.  Therefore, for the fields that are cut first in the spring the grower may choose to take four cuttings if the start date was early, which was the case for many growers with our atypically warm spring this year.
Ordinarily, a grower has to decide whether to take three or four cuttings on a field at the beginning of the season and maps out a cutting interval to achieve that number of cuttings in our confined growing season.  If the cuttings are mistimed, the grower may end up in “no-mans-land” between three and four cuttings.  The alfalfa growth after the third cut can be too short to harvest but yet create ideal habitat for meadow voles (commonly called meadow mice), which thrive over the fall and winter when they are protected from raptors by the alfalfa canopy.  Their burrow systems can turn the field to Swiss cheese nearly destroying the alfalfa stand in a single year.  Therefore, growers want to go into the dormant season with minimal alfalfa canopy cover.  

To conclude, four cuttings does not necessarily mean more irrigation water is used.  How much water is used depends on how late fields are irrigated and the total number irrigations in the season rather than the number of cuttings.  
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