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Red Clover 
 
 Although there are not a lot of new red clover varieties, several companies 
and Universities have active red clover breeding programs. In some ways, red 
clover is the easiest species to make variety recommendations for. Simply put, 
“only plant certified seed of improved varieties, never plant common seed.” 
University of Kentucky research has shown that the difference between improved 
varieties and common seed can be 6000 to 10,000 lb/acre in higher yield and 1 
to 1 ½ years longer stand life. Sometimes you may “luck up” and find that the bag 
of cheap common seed you purchased was actually an overstock of an improved 
variety, but UK variety trials show that 9 times our of 10 certified seed of 
improved varieties showed higher yield and longer stand life.  
 
 Most red clover breeders continue to make small steady improvements in 
stand persistence through improved resistance to root and crown diseases, but 
no variety yet has the ability to dependably survive more than 3 growing 
seasons. There are two new traits that will be useful for producers coming out of 
breeding programs. One is improved grazing tolerance in red clover. Look at 
Kentucky’s and other state’s websites for the results from grazing tolerant trials. 
Another useful trait is the release of varieties with reduced stem and leaf 
pubescence. Less pubescence mean less dusty hay. About 5 years ago Dr. 
Norm Taylor (University of Kentucky) released the first low pubescent variety 
“Freedom!” and it is being distributed by Barenbrug Seeds.   
 
 
White Clover 
 
 It is getting a little hard to make sense of new white clover varieties. In the 
past, the recommendation was to plant an improved variety of ladino white 
clover. Ladino types are closely related to the common Dutch types that seem to 
grow everywhere, but ladino white clover is taller with larger leaves that Dutch 
white. Therefore, larger plants and larger leaves produce higher yields. While 
that is true, ladino types do not live as long as Dutch whites. In recent years, 
many producers have stated that they could sacrifice some yield for longer 
persistence. Therefore, companies are now starting to release intermediate types 
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that are hybrids between ladino and Dutch whites. For the most part, these 
intermediates look to be a good compromise between their two parents. Make 
sure though that you review yield and stand persistence information from variety 
trial publications before planting new intermediate varieties on your farm. In 
addition, at least one company and one University have released (or soon will) a 
true Dutch white ecotype with lower yield, but much better persistence that the 
ladinos. Ecotype simply means that the variety originated from surviving plants 
collected from one location or a relatively small area.   
 
 
Clover Variety Websites 

 
Check out the University of Kentucky Forage Website 

(www.uky.edu/Ag/Forage) for more information on variety choices or ask from 
the most recent reports from you county Ag. agent. Simply go to the Forage 
home page and click on “Forage Variety Trials” for extensive variety trial 
information from five locations within Kentucky. If you are in a surrounding state, 
then go to the home page and click on “Forage Variety Trials: Other States”. The 
following sections provide example of the type of clover variety information that is 
available at the UK Forage Website. 
 
 
Red Clover Forage Yield Reports 
 
 Table 1 provides red clover forage yield and percent stand data from our 
Quicksand, KY research station in eastern Kentucky. The title of each table in the 
forage variety reports indicates when each trial was planted. This trial was 
planted in the spring of 2005 and was harvested for yield during 2005, 2006, and 
2007. The left hand column of Table 1 shows the varieties that are in the trial, 
including experimental varieties that are being tested by various companies and 
Universities. Not only do these reports include yield information, but they also 
show the stand persistence of each variety at the beginning and the end of each 
growing season. Of particular note in this trial is that the 3 year total forage yield 
was over 10 tons/acres for many of the varieties. The top two varieties actually 
had yields that were statistically higher than other varieties in the test (as noted 
by ‘*’). The two entries in the trial listed as Common A and Common C are 
actually not varieties, but were taken from seed bags purchased from local farm 
supply stores were the variety was not stated and are often referred to as 
“Common” seed. Normally this seed is cheaper than improved varieties, but as 
stated above, don’t be fooled by the initial low price tag. Farmers that planted red 
clover stands from these seed sources would have harvested average forage 
yields during the planting year, but been disappointed when the stands thinned 
severely during the second growing season, resulting in total 3 years yields that 
were 1/3 to ½ of the improved varieties. The old adage that you “get what you 
pay for” is almost always true when buying red clover seed. 
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Red Clover Grazing Tolerance Reports 
 
 The University of Kentucky not only tests forage varieties for their yield 
potential and stand persistence when cut for hay, but we also conduct a series of 
trials for stand survival under grazing. These printed as separate reports from the 
Forage Yield Reports, but listed in the same location on UK’s Forage Website. 
Table 2 below shows the survival of a range of red clover varieties that have 
been subjected to 2 years of rotational grazing. Though all stands thinned by the 
end of the second year, most of the improved varieties showed much higher 
survival under grazing.. 
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Table 1.  Dry matter yields and stand persistence of red clover varieties sown April 6, 2005 at Quicksand, 
Kentucky. 
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White Clover Grazing Tolerance Report 
 
 White clover shows better survival under grazing than red clover and has 
the additional advantage of being able to spread by above ground stolons as a 
stand thins. Table 3 show white clover stands after one year of grazing and also 
identifies the categories of each white clover variety (ladino, intermediate, and 
Dutch). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Table 2.  Seedling vigor and stand persistence of red clover varieties sown 
September 22, 2005 in a cattle rotational grazing tolerance study at 
Lexington, Kentucky. 
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Summary of Clover Variety Yield and Grazing Tolerance Over Years  
 
 The University of Kentucky has recently started the publication of a 
summary of forage variety data. All the forage species and all forage varieties 
that have been tested in Kentucky over the last 10 years are included in the 
summary document entitled “Long Term Summary of Forage Variety Trials.” Just 
as with the regular reports the summary report is updated every year. This 
summary publication also includes a listing of the companies that have 
developed or are distributing each variety. In the summary document variety yield 
is listed as a percentage based on the mean yield for a particular trial. In other 
words, a variety with 100 produced the same yield as the average or mean  for 
the trial; below 100 designates below average yield; and above 100 above 
average yield. The take home message is that the best varieties are those that 
performed close to or above average. 
 
 One of the most useful parts of each summary table is the right hand 
column where the average performance over multiple locations and years is 
listed. The number in parentheses designates the number of the trials that a 
specific variety has been tested in KY and those varieties that don’t have an 
overall average listed were only planted at one test location. 

Table 3.  Seedling vigor and stand persistence of white clover varieties sown 
September 8, 2006 in a cattle grazing tolerance study at Lexington, Kentucky. 
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Table 4.  Summary of 1998-2007 Kentucky Red Clover Yield Trials (yield shown as a percentage 
of the mean of the named commercial varieties in the trial). 


