Pricing standing hay

Ron Kuck, Mike Hunter and Joe Lawrence for Progressive Forage Grower

This time of year when the corn
planter is parked and hay is nearing
optimum maturity, we get calls
asking, “What do I pay or charge for a
field of standing hay?” This question is
not unique to the northern region of
New York.

Land values affect pricing

What makes fair pricing difficult
here is the variety of hay being
discussed. Here in northern New York,
we have 130,000-plus dairy cows,
putting three of the counties in the top
five in the state and top 100 in the U.S.
There are also hay markets for growing
beef and small ruminant producers,
plus horses. In addition, there are the
non-traditional markets for mulch hay
and even bioenergy pellets.

Our six-county region has 34,000
acres in alfalfa and 155,600 grass
acres — good enough for second place
in grass acreage for New York. A
cool growing season (for cool-season
grasses) and enough rainfall make this
land ideal for making grass hay and
pasture. Grass varieties that typically
thrive here are reed canarygrass, tall
fescue, timothy, smooth bromegrass
and orchardgrass. Perennial ryegrass
has been attempted but cold winters
(-35°F) easily kill stands.

Much of the 155,000 acres in
grass were dairy farms at one time but
did not have the fertility for intensive
forage production needed for today’s
modern dairy cow. The relatively low
acreage in alfalfa is in part due to
poorly drained soils in areas of the
region and a unique pest of northern
New York — the alfalfa snout beetle
(ASB), whose larvae chew on roots and
weaken alfalfa stands over the winter
and ultimately kill the plants. Research
by Cornell University with funding
from Northern New York Agricultural
Program (NNYADP) has developed a
native natural predator (nematode) to
help combat ASB.

Land values are moderate
compared to the corn silage and alfalfa
ground, but a growing beef industry
has increased demand on those acres,
pushing rental price up. Also, many
owners of potential hay ground are not
in the ag industry. They just own large
tracts of open space and want the hay
cut to have some for their horses or to
keep the space from going to brush. In
fact, in some cases they actually pay the
hay operator to take the hay off. Rental
rates can be all over the place due
to these demands. Determination of
potential yields is difficult due to past
use, no inputs or non-use. Mowing,
raking and merging and baling all cost
the same per acre regardless of yield,
so determining a price for standing hay
becomes difficult.

End market affects pricing
In order to establish a fair price
for standing hay, it’s important to
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realize what the crop is worth to each
party and try to draw a middle line.
The three questions I ask a producer
who is trying to value standing hay
are: What type of forage is it, what is
its stage of maturity and where is it
going?

Pricing for potential dairy hay is
usually the simplest, since it usually
involves alfalfa or mixed stands and
includes three to four cuttings for
the season. Quality is usually high
and dairy farmers generally know
what their feed costs need to be and
purchase accordingly.

Pricing standing hay destined for
horses is more problematic because
while nutrient quality is important,
the color, odor and condition, plus the
amount of foreign material in the hay,
puts both buyer and seller at risk.

Hay for beef and small ruminants
is a major market and still growing.
A two-cut system for hay to feed in
the winter for a cow-calf operation is
easily done with very low inputs.

The mulch hay market is a
secondary market or a market of
last resort. The outlet for this hay is
in Pennsylvania as composting for
growing mushrooms. The margin on
this is very slim as trucking costs can
be half the final price.

There is also research being
conducted considering the potential
for bioenergy production or grass
pellets from marginal lands.

Negotiating a price

Both the buyer and the seller
need to come to agreement on the
value of the crop. The value can be
based on quality, its usefulness or
simply how much you love it.

From that number, the buyer
can start subtracting costs, including
harvesting costs — such as mowing,
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raking and merging and baling — plus
transportation from field to storage.
The buyer should have a good handle
on costs or custom rate charts (which
can be found online at university
websites) can be used. Other costs

to be considered are where you
charge for fuel, repairs, depreciation,
interest, labor, transportation and all
other machinery costs for the tractor
and implement. Who purchases the
needed fertilizer and who pays for
the insecticide if alfalfa weevil or
armyworms invade the fields after
buyer and seller have agreed upon
value? Who absorbs the dry matter
loss in the field or dry matter loss due
to bad weather? This cost could be

as much as 15 percent of the value of
the hay.

All these variables make a written
agreement prior to the start of
harvest very important. Both parties
should agree upon the final price
either by the ton or by the acre (by the
ton is typically the fairest way). Both
parties will have their own thoughts
on the value of the crop and harvest
expense. Weigh some loads during
harvest to get a true determination
of yield; this will also negate the
guesswork when factoring in the cost
of dry matter loss. The agreement
should also note when payment is
due and what kind of payment is
acceptable.

These are guidelines only. Both
buyer and seller would like to gain
from this transaction. There is a
minimum price the seller wants to
receive and a maximum price the
buyer is willing to pay.
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add water to the windrow?

Water does not fully get absorbed
into the windrow. The amount
that does get absorbed
takes longer and is less
consistent than steam.

.make it aUtomMated?
Without technology thatican
measure steam moisture at the
front of the baler, reliable
automation is impossible.

...make a machine to
dry out my hay?
We have yet to discover a technology that will dry

hay efficiently. If we find something that can dry hay
quicker and cheaper than the sun, we'll let you know:

...use another tractor and

5&

steam in front
of the baler?
We tried. It didn't work.
Steam must be trapped
instantly or it evaporates.
Steaming with another tractor
is like not steaming at all.

...make a DewPoint-

baler combo?

A combo machine would:
» \Weigh 2x as much

» Cost 2x as much
» Hold 1/2 the water and fuel
A DewPoint will generally outlast 3 - 4
balers. Having to buy a new steamer-baler
every time the baler parts wore out would
get expensive.

For more information on how controlling moisture can change your life, visit www.staheliwest.com

www.progressiveforage.com
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Most of you have probably heard
the story about the man who was
disappointed in his purchase of a
newfangled thing called a “chainsaw.”
After a week of blinding frustration,
he took it back to the vendor and
informed them that his bucksaw was
way faster and he wanted his money
back. Surprised, the vendor primed and
choked the chainsaw, pulled the cord
— and it roared to life. Alarmed, the
formerly disappointed customer leaped
back and shouted, “What’s that noise?”
If the story has a moral, it has got to be
that our own lack of understanding or
inappropriate expectations are often to
blame for our biggest disappointments.

So often, we are disappointed
with this piece of machinery or that
forage species or variety because we (or
someone else) had inflated its potential
or misunderstood its best application.
In the realm of forages, virtually all
species have (or had) a niche in which
they fit quite well, but many of them
have very different management
requirements in order to perform
optimally. If this is not understood at
the outset, disappointment will follow.

While entire books have been
devoted to explaining and expounding
individual species, there are some
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big-picture concepts for each species
that are important to understand
before and during your initial foray
with a particular new forage species.
My purpose here is to present some of
these important concepts that are often
underappreciated.

Let’s look at alfalfa

Many of you grow alfalfa and
love it. Others have tried and have
been exceedingly frustrated. Many
of those who have been disappointed
understand that alfalfa is not generally
well suited to heavy textured soils (i.e.,
high clay content) or soils that tend to
be wet for other reasons. Still others
point out that while the fiber levels of
alfalfa are generally lower than grass,
the fiber digestibility is not nearly as
high as that of grass. Here are some
other things about alfalfa it is better not
to learn the hard way:

QO Soil pH should be close to the 6.8
to 7.0 range if you want to optimize
its performance. While some forage
species tolerate a broad soil pH range,
alfalfa does not.

QO While alfalfa needs all of the same
nutrients other plants need, having

i ©Harvest similar to sorghum-sudan by grazing,
1 greenchop, haylage or baleage
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CALL TO ORDER TODAY! Chris Ray*541.446.3265

www.raybrothersseedfarms.com ® ChrisRay@raybrothers.net

LEFT: Tall fescue generally yields more than other forage grass species.
This photo was taken in October, and the plot had been harvested
Several timeS SinCe |tS Seeding in May Photo courtesy of Daniel Hudson.

RIGHT: Alfalfa is a popular legume in many parts of the country.
However, it is not well suited to heavy textured soils or soils that tend
to be wet for other reasons. staft photo.

sufficient levels of available potassium
present will improve crop yield, disease
resistance and winter hardiness.

Q All legumes benefit significantly
from careful management of boron (a
micronutrient). Boron, by the way, is
one of those things where too much is
not better. On soils that test medium
or low in boron, it is recommended that
2 to 3 pounds of boron be applied to
alfalfa once per rotation. Sandy fields
should receive 0.5 to 1 pound per acre
of boron each year.

QO While no plants respond positively
to wheel or hoof traffic, the crowns of
alfalfa plants are particularly sensitive
to it. Those who want to optimize
alfalfa yield and stand longevity should
endeavor to control wheel and hoof
traffic, especially when the plants are
fragile and the soils are soft. There

are some alfalfa varieties described as
having a “sunken crown” that may offer
benefits for increasing traffic tolerance.

O While there are some varieties better
than others for grazing, alfalfa is not
generally known to be an excellent

fit for the average grazier. If you want
to make it work as a grazing species,
choose a variety that has been selected
for that purpose, be aware of how the
soil conditions (soft/wet) influence the
effect of hoof traffic on plants, provide
adequate regrowth intervals and make
sure animals are not on each paddock
long enough that they are grazing
regrowth from within that grazing
interval.

Q The forage quality of alfalfa is
excellent if it is harvested on time.
Using the PEAQ method developed by
University of Wisconsin will help you
hit your forage quality targets.

O The last harvest should come at a
point when historical weather data
suggests you either have more than

Progressive Forage Grower

500 or less than 200 growing degree
days (base 41) remaining in the season.
Failing to do this will reduce winter
survival of the alfalfa plants.

‘Mammas, don’t let your babies
grow up to raise fescue’?

While tall fescue is high yielding
and persistent, it has a terrible
reputation among many in the “fescue
belt” of the U.S. To some, planting
fescue is akin to inoculating your house
with live bedbugs. Why would you
do that? But times have changed. The
problem with “old” types of tall fescue
is that they usually have a toxin-
producing fungus (i.e., “endophyte”)
that lives in the living plant tissue.
Newer tall fescue varieties are either
endophyte-free or have a “friendly”
endophyte that still benefits the plant
but does not produce toxic effects in
livestock.

The Northeast is cooler and wetter
than the area where tall fescue has
traditionally been grown and, absent
heat stress, even the endophyte-free
varieties grow very well here. Tall
fescue will generally yield more than
other forage grass species, but all other
things being equal, tall fescue neutral
detergent fiber levels are generally lower
than orchardgrass on the same calendar
date. While this is partly due to it
being somewhat later-maturing than
orchardgrass, it also seems that forage
breeders have invested significant
effort to this end, in addition to paying
attention to neutral detergent fiber
digestibility in their breeding work.

Dairy farmers in the Northeast are
increasingly planting endophyte-free
or friendly endophyte tall fescue in
haylage fields. Aside from having high
yield potential and very good forage
quality, it is also persistent, winter-
hardy and can grow in diverse soil
types. It is worth noting that tall fescue
can “play nice” with orchardgrass
(preferably a later-maturing variety),
red clover and alfalfa.
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3 agronomist and nutrient management

So what’s the problem?

Producers who hate the
endophyte-free or friendly endophyte
tall fescues generally are those who do
not anticipate its aggressive growth.
Soil fertility management is similar
for tall fescue as it is for other grass
species. As with many other aggressive
forage grasses, overapplication of
nitrogen to a mixed stand will result in
a decline of the legume component.

Like all perennial grasses, tall
fescue forage quality declines rapidly
as it matures. If you are a producer
who lives in an area where the dairy
farmers get four to five cuts but you
prefer to take two cuts, tall fescue
probably will not be a great fit if you
are pursuing dairy-quality feed.

While some plant breeders have
focused on bringing more leaf softness
into certain tall fescue varieties, the
leaves are still noticeably coarser than
most other grass species. This texture
difference often results in selective
grazing, so for pasture purposes it is
generally better to plant it as the sole
grass species or not at all. In a solid
tall fescue stand or a stand with a
well-distributed legume population
(such as ladino white clover), selective
grazing should not be much of a
problem.

Does the coarser leaf texture
affect performance on pasture?

A study conducted in Wisconsin
demonstrated that intake and lactation
of dairy cows was not adversely
affected when cows were grazed on
endophyte-free tall fescue/kura clover
pastures. Another Wisconsin study
showed that actually steers gained 22
percent more weight on tall fescue
than orchardgrass.

No plant species will solve all
of your forage production woes,
but understanding the differences
among species will help you have
appropriate expectations and manage
for improved forage yield, quality and
persistence.
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