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No till can be helpful for establishment when the 
dead plants act as a mulch layer, holding moisture and 
keeping soil in place. However, too much residue can 
interfere with seed placement. 

The best time to seed depends on factors such as the 
weeds present, soil moisture, forage needs (whether for 
grazing or hay production), and species to be sown. For 
cool-season forages, late-summer/early-fall seedings and 
late-winter/early-spring seedings are most likely to be 
successful. In late summer, weed competition is usually 
not severe, and the seedlings have an opportunity to 
become well-established before the next season. This 
is especially true with forage grass establishment. One 
option is to seed the forage grass either alone or with 
small grain in the fall, and then overseed with clover 
in late February/early March. Forage seeding rates to 
improve pastures can be found in table 2.

Figure 2. Killed sod is clearly distinguished from living sod. (Pho-
to by Michael Flessner.)

Figure 3. Thick plant residues interfere with seeding and can 
shade out and kill the newly emerging seedlings. (Photo by 
Michael Flessner.)

Figure 4. Large amounts of residue left from mowing can also 
interfere with seeding and emergence. (Photo by Michael Fless-
ner.)

Figure 5. It is possible to plant into standing dead material with-
out mowing if the material has an upright structure and does 
not impede planting or growing seedlings. (Photo by Michael 
Flessner.)

Figure 6. Controlling development of weeds such as this henbit, 
a winter annual, is critical to stand success. In this case, the 
henbit emerged after the initial burndown but before planting. 
Another herbicide application would be needed to remove this 
competition. (Photo by Michael Flessner.)
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Table 2. Seeding rates and mixtures to improve exist-
ing hay and pasture stands by drilling.

Hay

Plant species and mixtures lb/ac

Orchardgrass 6-10

Red clover 3-4

Tall fescue 5-10

Red clover 6-8

Timothy 4-8

Red clover 6-8

Alfalfa into grass sod 10-15

Red clover into grass sod 6-10

Pasture

Plant species and mixtures lb/ac

Orchardgrass 6-10

Red clover 4-6

Ladino clover 1-2

Tall fescue 5-10

Red clover 4-6

Ladino clover 1-2

Alfalfa into grass sod 10-15

Red clover into grass sod 6-10

Fall plantings without small-grain nurse crops should 
be sown between mid-August and mid-September 
west of the Blue Ridge, and between late August and 
late September east of the Blue Ridge. Planting in late 
summer is usually better than early fall as long as there 
is sufficient soil moisture because the earlier timing 
allows for strong seedling development before frost. 
Evidence suggests, however, that grass seed germination 
is lower with high temperatures. Thus, seeding rate 
should be on the high end of planting recommendations 
in late summer. Seeding mixtures and rates for reseeding 
killed sods can be found in table 3.

Table 3. Seeding mixtures and rates for reseeding 
killed sods.

Hay

Plant species and mixtures lb/ac

Alfalfa 15-25

Orchardgrass 10-15

Tall fescue 15-25

Orchardgrass 8-12

Red clover 6-10

Tall fescue 10-15

Red clover 6-10

Timothy 6-8

Red clover 6-10

Alfalfa 10-12

Orchardgrass 4-6

Timothy 3-4

Pasture

Plant species and mixtures lb/ac

Orchardgrass 8-12

Red clover 6-8

Ladino clover 1-2

Tall fescue 10-15

Red clover 6-8

Ladino clover 1-2

Orchardgrass 4-6

Alfalfa 10-12

Sclerotinia crown and stem rot could be a problem with 
late-summer legume seedings in some years, especially 
when seeding alfalfa into a sod that has clover present. 
Since Sclerotinia damage is most severe on small 
plants, alfalfa establishment success can be significantly 
increased by seeding in mid-August. Another option is 
to seed alfalfa in the spring. Insects can sometimes be a 
serious problem when seeding into a killed sod in late 
summer. 
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at least seven days after application to allow desiccation 
of weeds and sod and prevent competition with the 
germinating seedlings. For fall seeding, it is best to 
control perennial broadleaf weeds in spring and summer. 

Another option, especially with predominantly tall 
fescue stands, is to apply paraquat in October on sod 
grazed to 2 to 4 inches. Applying paraquat at 0.5 lb ai/a 
(e.g., Gramoxone SL 2.0 at 2 pt/a), followed by paraquat 
at 0.375 lb ai/a (e.g., Gramoxone SL 2.0 at 1.5 pt/a) 
10 to 14 days later will also kill existing sod. Seeding 
is done in early March the following year. If winter 
annual weeds are present, they can be controlled before 
seeding with an additional application of paraquat. 
Many perennial broadleaf weeds will not be controlled 
with paraquat and must be controlled with glyphosate or 
appropriate broadleaf herbicides.

Herbicides for Broadleaf Weed Control 
It is critical to control broadleaf weeds prior to 
clover reseeding because these weeds cannot be 

Figure 7. Fescue (left) and orchardgrass (right) at one-, two-, and three-leaf growth stages. Plant sensitivity to herbicide varies by spe-
cies, growth stage, and herbicide. 

removed selectively with herbicides after the clover 
is established. Control herbaceous perennial weeds 
with 2,4-D, dicamba, triclopyr, metsulfuron-methyl, 
and/or clopyralid in the summer prior to late-January/
early-March clover reseeding. Match the herbicide, 
rate, and timing of application to the specific weed 
infestation. See VCE publication 456-016, “Pest 
Management Guide: Field Crops” (http://pubs.ext.
vt.edu/456/456-016/456-016.html), and/or consult your 
local Extension agent for specific chemicals, rates, and 
intervals from herbicide application to grass or legume 
seeding. The use of these chemicals will remove any 
clover remaining in the stand. Control the biennial 
thistles (bull, musk, plumeless, etc.) while they are in 
the rosette stage in the late fall or early spring. Observe 
label restrictions regarding the interval from application 
to reseeding. These weeds cannot be effectively 
controlled with summer herbicide treatments. After the 
clover is re-established, watch for re-infestation by the 
perennial broadleaf weeds and spot treat if possible to 
avoid a general re-infestation. 
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Controlling weeds during establishment is also 
important, and the timing of application relative to 
seed germination and seedling development varies by 
herbicide (fig. 7). For grass-only stand improvements or 
renovations, application of GrazonNext at 1.5 pt/a two 
weeks prior to seeding provides residual control of many 
winter annual weeds. Otherwise, seedling grasses need 
to develop secondary roots or be in the tillering growth 
stage before they are tolerant to herbicides such as 2,4-D 
or dicamba, or aminopyralid. Do not apply metsulfuron-
containing herbicides to seedling grasses.

Additional Herbicide Considerations
Be cautious about soil residues from herbicides applied 
to the preceding crop. Triazine herbicides (e.g., atrazine, 
simazine) will kill or injure legumes planted in the 
fall following a spring application, and with certain 
herbicides, injury can even occur the following spring. 
If a legume seeding is anticipated, minimize triazine 
residues by eliminating simazine and restricting the 
amount of atrazine used. Do not apply metsulfuron-
containing herbicides such as Cimarron for at least 
six months before seeding. Consult VCE publication 
456-016, “Pest Management Guide: Field Crops,” 
consult your local Extension agent for more specific 
recommendations, or both.

Pesticide Precautions
Select and use all pesticides carefully. Before using any 
pesticide, read the instructions printed on the label of its 
container; follow those instructions, heed all cautions 
and warnings, and note precautions about residues. Store 
pesticides in their original containers. Store them where 
children and animals cannot get to them — away from 
food, feed, seed, and other materials that could become 
harmful if contaminated. Dispose of empty pesticide 
containers in the manner specified on their labels. See 
your doctor if symptoms of illness occur during or after 
use of any pesticide. 

Commercial products and/or services are named in this 
publication for information purposes only. Virginia 
Cooperative Extension, Virginia Tech, and Virginia State 
University do not endorse or warrant these products 
and/or services, and they do not intend or imply 
discrimination against other products and/or services 
that also may be suitable.

Originally published by Harlan White, Scott Hagood, 
Dale Wolf, and Jon Repair, with revisions by Ray Smith.


