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Frost Seeding 

 

As we move into February, many of you might be gearing up for frost seeding, already 
considering it, or even wondering, "What exactly is that?" Frost seeding is the process of 
applying seed to your pasture during late winter or early spring. It relies on the freeze-thaw 
cycle, with snowfall and spring rain creating the ideal conditions for good soil-to-seed contact, 
making this method highly effective. 

Frost seeding is a great way to boost the productivity and quality of your established pastures or 
adjust the species mix already in place. It is great on sloped land; it can help reduce erosion on 
land that was previously tilled. However, it’s important to note that if your soil is already poor-
quality, frost seeding won’t automatically improve your forage. To enhance your soil health, 
you’ll need to address underlying issues, and that’s where a soil test comes in handy—it’ll show 
you exactly what nutrients is needed. 

Now, let’s talk about the next steps. There are several factors to consider when frost seeding, so 
let’s cover a few key ones. First, decide which species you want to use. Options include legumes, 
clovers, tall fescue, orchard grass, and more. Generally speaking, with legumes is that if your 
field already contains at least 30% of them, you won’t need to apply nitrogen since legumes are 
nitrogen-fixing plants. When broadcasting legumes, it's a 
good idea to make two passes—one with the legumes 
and another with the other grass you choose. Legumes 
are small, and without this two-pass method, they could 
end up to spread out, resulting in an uneven pasture. 
Also, be sure to inoculate the legumes with the 
appropriate rhizobium before broadcasting, as this 
ensures the symbiosis needed for nitrogen fixation. 
Different legume species require specific strains of 
rhizobia to form nodules, so using the correct inoculant 
is crucial for effective nitrogen fixation.  Image from Rankin, M. Frost Seeding Legumes and 

Grasses into Established Pastures  



Once you've selected your species, the next step is to determine the proper seeding rate. There 
are plenty of frost seeding fact sheets and publications available with charts to guide you, or you 
can contact your local extension office for assistance.  

When and where are we going to seed? When selecting an area to frost seed, avoid places with 
large amounts of standing plant material. If that's the case, you’ll need to introduce animals to 
graze it down. This will create small openings in the soil where the seed can settle. Frost seeding 
tends to work best in pastures that have bare spots or areas that are overgrazed. 

It’s important to seed in late winter or early spring, which for Guernsey County would typically 
be February or early March. The key is to broadcast the seed while the ground is still frozen. You 
want the soil to thaw and refreeze, with early spring rain helping to ensure good seed-to-soil 
contact. If you seed during heavy snow, the results may not be ideal, as melting snow can wash 
away the seed, preventing proper soil contact.  

Once you have frost seeded, it's important to reduce the competition between the new seed and 
the already established grasses. Frost-seeded pastures should be grazed regularly during the 
spring and summer. Be careful not to overgraze them until the new roots have had time to 
establish. 

For more information about frost seeding, you can contact Emily Hornberger, Agriculture and 
Natural Resources, OSU Extension Educator by calling the office (740) 489-5300 or emailing 
Hornberger.21@osu.edu. 

 

 

 

 


