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 Alfalfa Cost and Return Studies 

Available 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Studies (also called enterprise budgets) were 
recently completed to determine the costs 
and returns associated with producing alfalfa 
hay in Siskiyou County.  The intent of these 
studies is to help growers and lenders 
determine actual cost of production and 
potential returns.  Sample costs are included 
in the study as a guide.  They are assumed to 
be typical costs associated with the different 
production practices.  Your actual costs may 
be significantly different from those listed.  
An attempt was made to include nearly all 
the potential costs associated with alfalfa 
production so there may be some costs that 
you do not have.  Therefore, there is a 
column in the studies titled Your Cost for 
you to put their actual costs when they are 
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Studies were produced for Scott Valley and 
Butte Valley.  The Scott Valley study 
assumes a wheel line irrigation system, 
whereas, center pivots were used for the 
Butte Valley study.  If needed, you can 
obtain information from the cost studies for 
both areas and select the more appropriate 
costs (for example, use the Butte Valley cost 
study to get the center pivot costs if you 
farm in Scott Valley using center pivots). 
The Scott Valley Wheel-Line Cost Study 
would be most appropriate for use in the 
Shasta Valley. 

Steve Orloff 
Farm Advisor 
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Both the cost of establishing an alfalfa stand 
and the annual production costs for an 
established stand are included in the study.  
If you are interested in receiving any of 
these cost studies please phone our office 
at (530) 842-2711 and we will mail a copy 
to you.  Or, if you use the internet you can 
download a copy from the following 
website 
http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/#alfalfa  
 
Raptor Registration for Seedling 
Alfalfa Expected 
 
Raptor, a new herbicide for use in alfalfa, is 
expected to receive registration in California 
this year.  Registration could be as early as 
June, which would be very beneficial for 
some spring plantings.  The chemical 
makeup of Raptor is very similar to Pursuit.  
Pursuit has become the predominant 
herbicide used for weed control in seedling 
alfalfa.  Once registered, Raptor is expected 
to replace Pursuit for many, if not most uses.  
The major differences between the two 
herbicides are as follows: 

• Raptor has shorter soil residual so 
herbicide carry-over is less of a 
problem for subsequent crops. 

• The use rate (in terms of actual 
ingredient per acre) is 
approximately half that of Pursuit. 

• Raptor controls annual grasses, 
whereas, Pursuit does not 
adequately control most winter 
annual grasses and volunteer 
cereals. 

• Raptor is also more effective on 
some broadleaf weeds (including 
fiddleneck and lambsquarters). 

 
Raptor has some of the same weaknesses as 
Pursuit.  For example, it does not control 
prickly lettuce and annual sowthistle.  
Fortunately, these are not major weed 
problems except in Tulelake where prickly 
lettuce can be a problem.  

The most exciting aspect about Raptor is the 
feasibility of complete weed control with a 
single herbicide.  This has not usually been 
possible.  Ordinarily a tank mix of 
herbicides (such as Pursuit plus Buctril or 
Pursuit plus Prism or Poast) is used to 
control the spectrum of weeds encountered 
in seedling alfalfa fields.  Volunteer cereals, 
downy brome (cheat grass), and foxtail 
barley are common problem weeds in late-
summer planted alfalfa.  A grass herbicide 
mixed with a broadleaf herbicide is usually 
needed to control these grassy weeds along 
with the broadleaf weeds typically found in 
late-summer seeded alfalfa.  Spring 
plantings are often infested with 
lambsquarters, a weed not adequately 
controlled with Pursuit alone.  Studies with 
Raptor in Siskiyou County and other areas 
indicate that Raptor alone will control these 
weeds without tank mixing provided the 
herbicide is applied before the weeds get too 
large.  This new herbicide should have a 
significant impact on weed control in 
seedling alfalfa.  It will also be registered for 
established alfalfa and may have some use 
there as well. 
 
Shaping Up to be a Bad Weevil 
Year 
 
In case you haven’t checked you may want 
to inspect your alfalfa fields for alfalfa 
weevil larvae.  Initial inspections and reports 
I hear indicate that weevils are already here 
and some fields clearly need treatment—in 
fact, some fields have already been treated.  
The little “worms” can do a lot of damage 
and significantly reduce first cutting yield, 
which can even carry over into second 
cutting.  Don’t let the damage creep up on 
you and take you by surprise. 
 
The best way to assess the weevil population 
is with a sweep net—counting the number of 
weevil larvae collected in a 180-degree 
sweep.  When the number reaches 15 to 20 

http://coststudies.ucdavis.edu/


larvae per sweep treatment is necessary. It 
can take a while sometimes to line up an 
application so you may need to make the 
decision whether to treat or not a little 
before the population reaches this threshold 
value.  Also, the number of weevils can 
climb rapidly so monitor fields frequently.  
The alfalfa weevil is supposedly a cold 
tolerant pest and should not be greatly 
affected by winter temperatures.  However, 
it does appear to me that populations are 
higher after a moderate winter, and this past 
winter was definitely mild.  Therefore, keep 
an eye out for weevils and the injury they 
cause (numerous holes in young leaves) so 
that excessive injury can be avoided. 
 
Control Yellow Starthistle: It’s not 
too late! 
 
I’m sure you noticed there was VERY little 
yellow starthistle last year.  Drought does a 
good job at controlling this weed.  The only 
areas with heavy infestations were those 
along ditches or roadsides where water 
accumulates. 
 
Yellow starthistle is not nearly as drought 
tolerant as we had thought.  There were 
other weeds that grew much better than 
yellow starthistle with the below normal 
rainfall last year.  Yellow starthistle 
emerged and dried up last year before it had 
a chance to bolt (grow upright) or produce 
spines or flowers. Starthistle gives the 
appearance of being a drought tolerant plant 
because of its vigorous growth during mid 
summer when nearly everything else has 
dried up.  However, this is not because it is 
drought tolerant—it is due to yellow 
starthistle’s deep taproot that is able to 
access deep soil moisture that is unavailable 
to most plants.  Since there was VERY little 
deep soil moisture with the severe drought 
we experienced last year, yellow starthistle 
lost its competitive advantage and died.   
 

We can use last year’s drought to our 
advantage for controlling yellow starthistle.  
Most research indicates that you can go a 
long way toward eliminating yellow 
starthistle if you control seed production for 
three consecutive years.  The key is to 
deplete the number of yellow starthistle 
seeds in the soil.  There was very little seed 
production last year.  Although this year has 
not been a banner year for rainfall, I believe 
we have still received enough winter rains 
coupled with the recent spring rains for 
yellow starthistle to flourish.  Therefore, to 
take full advantage of the lack of seed 
production last year we need to control 
yellow starthistle before it has a chance to 
set seed this year.   
 
Research conducted by our office and other 
areas of the state have demonstrated the 
effectiveness of the herbicide Transline for 
yellow starthistle control.  While it is getting 
late, it is not yet too late to get adequate 
control.  The yellow starthistle must be 
treated before it starts to bolt.  Any other 
method of preventing seed production would 
be beneficial also (i.e., mowing at the 
appropriate time(s), hand pulling, or spot 
spraying with Roundup).  The key is not to 
let any plants produce seed. 
 
Not many good things came from last year’s 
drought.  One of the few good things was 
the lack of yellow starthistle seed 
production.  We can benefit from that by 
preventing yellow seed production for 
another year.  That goes a long way toward 
the three years needed to nearly eliminate 
yellow starthistle.   
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