Buyer Beware When Buying Roughage
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ith much of Minnesota experiencing severe drought for most of last summer, roughage to feed cattle has
become scarce. Next to snowplow drivers and cashiers, grass hay has become a limited commodity. Even
with CRP opening in late summer, many are scratching their heads about what to do next.

There is a lot of hay moving around the country. For many, buying hay is the only real option. Unfortunately, the cost
of all roughage has gone sky-high, with grass hay leading the charge at $120-$200+. However, many do not have a
lot of experience with buying roughage. Here is an outline of a few things to think about when buying roughage for
beef cows in a really tight market.

Buying sight unseen. If you need to buy roughage in quantities of a truckload or greater, never buy sight unseen. It is
worth spending the time and money to make sure what you are planning to buy is accurately represented. There are
wide differences of opinion of acceptability on several points concerning hay characteristics.

Weeds, brush, and other trash. When buying hay Table 1. Calculations to aid in figuring your hay cost compared with corn grain.
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not often feasible, collect samples yourself if possible.

Important things to look for on a hay test include crude protein (%CP), total digestible nutrients (%TDN), and
moisture. Percent CP and TDN on a dry matter basis determine roughage value. While you don't necessarily need
the best quality, you need to know what you are buying to feed it correctly.

Price by bale or ton. Buying hay by the individual bale can be difficult to value. Different size bales, baler models, and
levels of baler maintenance will inherently produce a wide range of actual material stored in the bale. Thus, it may
be advantageous to buy roughage on a measured weight basis, normally by the ton. It is also important to note bale
size and bale density are two principal components in valuing a lot of hay, as they both affect the amount of material
in the bale. As an example, the amount of hay stored in a 4x4' bale is one-half the amount of hay stored in a 5x5'
bale, assuming the belt tension on the baler is set correctly for both bales (Table 1). Furthermore, do not assume bale
density of one hay lot is the same as another just because the bale size is the same — a reason to physically evaluate
hay before buying it. Table 1 shows calculations needed to figure expenses based on hay cost when compared with
corn grain. You can plug your costs into the table and make relevant calculations.
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