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In the Deep South, one of the hardest times of year for cattle producers is the summer due to extreme temperatures and low-quality perennial forages. Incorporating a highly digestible crop like alfalfa (Medicago sativa) into forage mixtures could be economically advantageous; however, there is not much alfalfa produced in the Deep South. Therefore, our objective was to characterize the digestive kinetics of steers while evaluating the effects of conserved forage type on in vivo digestibility of beef cattle systems in the Deep South. Three treatments including bermudagrass (Cynodon dactylon) hay, alfalfa baleage, and alfalfa-bermudagrass baleage were supplied to four fistulated steers with a calculated daily forage allowance based on intake, body weight, and feed refusals. Each diet was allocated to one of three periods in which all four animals received the same diet due to potential feed spoilage. Each period had a 21-day adaptation period followed by a 5-day collection period to analyze total fecal weight, feed intake, feed refusal, total urine, and rumen fluid. Data were analyzed using R Core Team (2023). When evaluating digestible crude protein (CPD), we found significant differences between each diet. Alfalfa baleage had a 25.8% greater CPD than alfalfa-bermudagrass baleage (P < 0.01) and alfalfa-bermudagrass baleage had a 19.8% greater CPD than bermudagrass hay (P = 0.01). However, when analyzing fiber digestibility, there were only differences between alfalfa baleage and bermudagrass hay. We found that alfalfa baleage had a 17% greater neutral detergent fiber digestibility (NDFD) than bermudagrass hay (P < 0.02) and 21% greater acid detergent fiber (ADFD) than bermudagrass hay (P < 0.01). That said, alfalfa can serve as a nutrient-rich forage additive to diversify feeding strategies and increase digestibility, thus increasing returns in beef producers’ operations.   
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