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NNY Agricultural Development Program Shares Forage Research;

Farmers Looks for Higher Yield 

More than 325,000 acres of farmland stretching from Jefferson County to Essex County is used to grow hay for feeding farm livestock. Recent Northern New York Agricultural Development Program research is helping farmers in the six-county region plan for fertilizing three varieties of forage grasses using commercial fertilizers, dairy cow manure or a combination.

“Dairy farmers may use an intensive three-cut management program to harvest perennial grasses. The first two cuts are suitable forage for high-producing dairy cows. The third cut is suitable for dry cows. We wanted to know if grass species will react differently when manure is applied to three-cut fields,” says researcher Dr. Jerome H. Cherney, Crop & Soil Sciences Professor at Cornell University.

"Information on research trials that test grasses well-suited to Northern New York growing conditions helps farmers make better decisions about what grasses to grow and how to manage them with existing resources - dairy manure - and with commercially-available products," says field crops educator Mike Hunter of Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County.

Dr. Cherney and Dr. Michael Davis, agronomist at Willsboro Research Farm, are testing six different treatment methods on three species of grasses: tall fescue, reed canarygrass and orchardgrass. They are comparing no treatment to application to three mixes of commercial nitrogen fertilizer, a combination of fertilizer and manure, and treatment with manure alone.

Franklin County dairy farmer David Vincent states that applying the data compiled from these field trials will result in better yields, and knowing how to better benefit from each pound of nitrogen will mean he has to purchase less and so he will save money. 

He notes, however, that any gain in yield from using the same amount of nitrogen in split versus single applications must offset the additional cost of fuel, machine hours and manpower required for a second application.

Dairyman Dan Chambers of Chambers Farm, LLC in Heuvelton in St. Lawrence County is experimenting with a planting of tall fescue on some of the 450 acres of forage grasses he grows to feed his 400 milk cows. He says the results of the Northern New York Agricultural Development Program research on tall fescue and canarygrass will offer him comparative data.

Results from 2002-2003 trials at Willsboro Research Farm in Essex County indicate: 

... split application (100+50+50) of N produced higher yields than one-time spring application

... yields from two applications (100+100) were no different from N split-applied 3x

... with split application of N, tall fescue yielded 1 ton/acre/year more than reed canarygrass, averaged over three years

... after three years of manure application, yields of 40 tons/acre are still considerably lower than those w/N fertilizer or manure plus nitrogen

... split application of fertilizer or manure distributes the yield more evenly over the season. This result may not be desirable if the goal is to maximize the yield of the first two cuts to feed lactating cows.

“This grass manure management research will continue for several more years to study the cumulative effect of manure and commercial fertilizer treatments on grass yield and quality and to document the grass species’ persistence under these treatments with an intensive harvesting program,” says Dr. Davis. 

For more information on the Grass Manure Management project, contact Pete Barney, Field Crops Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension of St. Lawrence County, 315-379-9192, or visit Dr. Cherney’s website at www.forages.org or www.smallfarms.cornell.edu. 

For more information on the farmer-driven Northern New York Agricultural Development Program that conducts research projects which benefit regional farms, contact Jon Greenwood at 315-386-3231 or Joe Giroux  at 518-563-7523.

NNY Acres Planted in Hay (includes alfalfa): Total 322,700 

Clinton County           30,300

Essex County              12,300

Franklin County          37,900

Jefferson County         91,300

Lewis County              45,900

St. Lawrence County 105,000
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