
Do you know what alfalfa is? Cows eat alfalfa hay as part of their diet. 
Humans cannot digest alfalfa hay like cows can. Cows use those 
nutrients from the alfalfa hay to make something really useful: milk.

Alfalfa is also a major crop in Minnesota. It is a leafy plant 

that grows 2-3 feet tall. It is a perennial plant, which means it 

grows in the same place year after year. That way the farmer 

does not have to replant each year. Alfalfa is also a legume. 

Legumes put nitrogen into the soil, which is an important 

nutrient that helps feed other crops, like corn.

Why Cows Can Eat Alfalfa 
While humans eat alfalfa sprouts on salads or sandwiches, most alfalfa 

goes to feed animals. Humans cannot digest most of the alfalfa plant, but 

we can digest milk from cows that eat alfalfa. This is possible because of 

how cows digest food. Humans have a stomach with one compartment—

but cows have four compartments! The largest compartment is the 

rumen. It can hold 25 gallons of food or more. The rumen is a storage and 

fermentation vat for feed. Microbes  

in the rumen help to digest or ferment 

food, breaking down the cellulose 

from all of the fibrous materials 

cattle eat. Together they 

work like a food processor, 

allowing the cow to easily 

digest things humans 

cannot. 

Steps Along the Way
Where do the supplies come from that are made into the things we eat, wear, and use every 

day? The raw materials come from Earth’s natural, renewable resources 

through the work of farmers and growers. These raw materials go through a number of 

changes from raw product to final form. After all, a handful of wheat kernels or a hunk of 

wool freshly shorn from a sheep wouldn’t do us much good in their raw forms.

Agriculture System
Most agriculture systems have 6 steps:

Ph
ot

os
 C

ou
rt

es
y 

Un
iv

er
si

ty
 o

f M
in

ne
so

ta
 A

gr
ic

ul
tu

ra
l E

xp
er

im
en

t S
ta

tio
n

1. �Producing: Growing or raising 

plants and animals.

2. �Processing: Changing the raw 

materials into things we eat, wear, and 

use.

3. �Distributing: Getting the 

processed products to places like 

grocery stores and farm markets.

4. �Marketing: Advertising agricultural 

products in places like TV and radio 

ads, magazines and newspapers, and 

the internet to help people know about 

them.

5. �Consuming: Using or eating the 

final products.

6. �Disposing: Putting unused 

or waste products into recycling, 

compost, or garbage processes.

While most raw materials go through all 

these steps, some spend more time in 

processing than others. Why do you think 

that is? Which takes more time: grain 

between the field and your cereal box 

and bread, or carrots between the field 

and your salad bowl? What about your 

quarter-pound burger? It started out as a 

thousand-pound steer eating grass, corn, 

and soybean meal. Your bread began as 

“amber waves of grain” and your wooden 

hockey stick as a tree.

Discussion
1. �What role do producers 

and consumers play in the 
agriculture system?

2. �Why are sun, air, water, and soil 
part of the agriculture system?

3. �What are some different kinds 
of marketing that you have 
seen or heard with agriculture 
products?

Matching and Naming
For each photo below, write the number and name of its step in the agriculture system. Hint: the images are not in order.

Awesome Alfalfa!
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F	 I	 U	C	E	J	J	Q	D	D	E	B	H 
T	N	E	M	E	S	 I	T	R	E	V	D	A 
R	L	 L	 P	T	N	A	L	P	Q	T	D	R 
O	A	A	T	A	D	C	E	 I	 L	Z	E	V 
P	K	E	 I	 H	C	G	E	H	E	L	B	E 
S	 D	O	 I	 C	J	K	O	S	C	M	H	S 
N	Y	T	O	B	R	 I	A	Y	L	S	F	T 
A	U	X	T	C	L	E	C	G	A	Y	J	Y 
R	O	B	W	D	C	E	M	W	E	K	Q	T 
T	S	Z	R	Y	R	C	O	M	P	O	S	T 
D	Z	 I	 X	Z	R	Q	N	Z	O	N	R	U 
Y	N	Q	X	Y	 I	 F	B	X	I	C	Q	S 
K	J	B	 J	 C	U	F	D	N	U	U	P	M

Did You Know…
•  �One cow drinks enough water each day to fill 

a bathtub.

•  �Minnesota is #6 in the number of dairy cows 

and #8 in milk production in the U.S.

•  �Dairy cows in Minnesota produce 1.1 billion 

gallons of milk each year.

•  �Dairy farms today produce about 3 times 

more milk than they did in 1960. They produce 

that milk with half as many cows.  

•  �Minnesota is #6 in the U.S. for cheese 

production. 

Word Find
For each word below, write the number of its step in the agriculture system, then find it in the puzzle.

	 Commercial	 Wash

	 Recycle	 Transport

	 Plant	 Compost

	 Ship	 Cook

	 Package	 Advertisement

	 Drink	 Harvest

Rumen

Reticulum Omasum

Abomasum
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