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Quantity vs Quality…You decide! 

  Here lately, I have had quite a bit of windshield time. One day it might be traveling to meetings, 

the next it might be doing a producer visit, or it might even be a trip home to see my new 

nephew. No matter where I am in Kansas there is one thing that seems pretty consistent. We 

have more hay than we have had in years. The abundance of rainfall that occurred during the 

month of May sure hasn’t hurt the quantity of hay that was baled, but I do question the quality of 

hay in some of our fields. I know that my dad and I are very satisfied with our abundance of hay 

this year. For the first time in a while, we might have enough hay to get us through the winter 

and that is definitely a good feeling. A conversation that my dad and I are going to encounter 

soon is that quantity and quality of hay are two independent characteristics. You can have 

quantity without quality and vice versa. So the question is how we determine the quality of our 

hay. 

  Forage analysis can be a great tool in taking out some of the mystery concerning hay quality. 

Testing the grass hays this year for protein and energy content will help producers design winter 

supplementation programs most appropriate for the forage supply that is available. Any of the 

potential nitrate accumulating hays should be tested for nitrate concentration.  

  Forage quality has two important benefits for cows or heifers. First, higher quality forages 

contain more of the core nutrients needed to meet the animal’s nutrient requirements. Secondly, 

animals can consume a larger quantity of higher quality forages. When animals consume higher 

quality forages, it is more rapidly fermented in the rumen leaving a void that the animal can fill 

with additional forage. To every positive always comes a negative. When cattle have the capacity 

to increase fill, they will increase their intake of forages. For example, low quality forages 

(below 6% Crude Protein) will be consumed at about 1.5% of body weight (on a dry matter 

basis) per day. On the other hand, higher quality forages (above 8% crude protein) may be 

consumed at about 2% of body weight. Those forages considered “excellent” such as good 

alfalfa, silages, or green pasture may be consumed at the rate of 2.5% of body weight per day. 

The combination of increased nutrient content AND increased forage intake makes high quality 

forage very important to both the animal and the producer’s pocket book.  

  After testing your forage quality, it is time to compare the supplement needed to meet the 

nutrient needs of cows in the winter. For example, if you are feeding hay to a 1200 pound spring-

calving cow in late gestation, she will need 1.9 pounds of crude protein to meet her needs with a 

growing fetus. If she consumes 2% of her body weight in a low quality forage (4% Crude 

Protein) she will receive 0.96 pounds of protein. This calculation leaves a deficiency of 0.94 

pounds of protein that will be needed from supplementation. In order to meet her protein 

requirements, she will need a 30% protein supplement which would require 3.13 pounds of 

supplement a day. This supplementation cost will add up rather quickly. On the other hand, if she 

was consuming a higher quality forage (7% Crude Protein), then she receives 1.68 pounds of 



protein from the hay and must be given enough supplement to meet the 0.22 pounds that she is 

lacking. Lastly, she would only need 0.73 pounds of supplement per day. As you can see, hay 

quality can change the amount of supplement needed by 4 fold! Imagine the money you could 

save by being more efficient by testing your hay.  

  The preferred method of sampling hay is by using a forage coring probe. The best way to 

sample your hay is not by literally “coring” the bale. If you only enter the probe into the middle 

of the bale, it will not be an accurate representation of the quality of forage in that bale. Instead 

of only getting the “core” of the bale, approach the bale from the side. This way the “core” 

sample is being taken through all of the layers of the bale not just the “core”. This is very 

important to note as you could get a false read as the forage quality in the middle of the bale does 

not accurately represent the forage quality throughout the bale. It is also recommended that you 

mix samples from approximately 10% of your total bales for an accurate reading across the 

entire field that was baled.   

  With that said, I bet producers are just itching to get outside in this beautiful Kansas weather 

and get a forage sample. Feel free to bring those samples into your local extension office, and 

they will be more than happy to send off your samples. Normal turnaround time is two weeks. If 

you have any additional questions or comments feel free to contact me at the Washington office 

(785) 325-2121, kbrockus@ksu.edu, or just stop by for a cup of coffee.  
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