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Forage Sampling for Profit

Weaning the calves has been on the back burner at my house waiting for the wheat to finally get in the 
ground and the backroads to harden up enough to get the cattle out.  Of course, the day will certainly come around 
when the business must be done.  Whether you’re feeding the newly weaned calves in the lots or supplementing their 
mamas in the pasture, feed testing your forages becomes pretty important when you start feeding.

I know we often talk about the importance of using feed tests over book values and tout how you should 
diligently sample your forages.  There’s truth to that story, and it’s based on some sound science.  Unlike concentrates, 
forages can vary tremendously based on the conditions of the year, baling time, and more.  It’s not unheard of for crude 
protein to range from 10 to 25% dry matter in alfalfa hay and 4 to 18% dry matter in grass hay.  With such variability, 
underestimating or overestimating crude protein or energy content in your forages can be pretty common.  So, what 
could be the actual consequence of estimating nutrient contents instead of testing?  Well, I ran a couple weaned calf 
rations to find out.

Using a simple ration calculator from Oklahoma State University, I estimated that a 400-pound calf being 
fed a balanced diet of good quality alfalfa hay at 19% crude protein, corn silage, ground corn, and a mineral could be 
estimated to gain a little over 2 pounds per day.  Now, let’s say I overestimated the nutrient contents of my hay, and I’m 
actually feeding a 15% crude protein alfalfa.  Without adjusting my ration, the calculator estimates only 1.5 pounds per 
day of gain.  I have lost over half a pound of gain just by overestimating the crude protein content of my alfalfa by 5%.  

Knowing the actual nutrient contents of feedstuffs can boost profitability in all classes of livestock on your operation.  As
you can see, meeting nutrient requirements for your calves is important in enhancing production, preventing illness, 
and getting the most from your feed.  The same is true with your cow herd.  Knowing which hay is higher quality allows 
you to better match the needs of your high requirement cows, like second calvers or cows in late gestation.  Using 
forage testing to save your high quality feed for where you need it most can improve your bottom line in more ways 
than one. 

So, how do you take a good forage sample that can help you make sure all the nutrient requirements of 
your livestock are being met?  First, you’ll want to make sure you’re taking a representative sample.  This means you 
should test every forage lot, or every group of bales that were harvested from the same field at the same time.  This 
helps account for variation throughout the growing and harvesting season.  Next, be sure you’re using a hay probe and 
not just grabbing samples with your hands.  Hay probes let you easily take a 12 inch sample through the wrapped side of 
the bale, allowing you to send in hay from multiple areas of the field.  You should plan to sample at least 10 bales, 
preferably more if you can, to get a reliable representation of the entire lot.  If you need access to a hay probe, call your
local Twin Creeks District Office to borrow one.

Immediately put your samples in a tightly sealed plastic bag.  Don’t leave the bag on the dash of your 
pickup or leave it for multiple days before taking it to the lab.  This will affect the results of your sample.  Most labs have 
standard forage testing packages available.  At a minimum, you should test for moisture content, crude protein, and 
energy.  Testing for calcium, phosphorus, and certain vitamins and trace minerals is also recommended.  If you have any 
questions on your forage analysis, want a ration formulated, or just want to check that your current ration is meeting 
your livestock’s nutrient requirements, call us at the Twin Creeks Extension District.  

For more information and an update on current research in weaned calf nutrition and health, mark your 
calendars for November 15th.  Twin Creeks District will be hosting a Stocker Calf Update at the 4-H Building in Hoxie 
featuring K-State Research and Extension specialists Dr. A.J. Tarpoff and Dr. Dale Blasi.  Recent research at the K-State 
Stocker Unit, information on keeping weaned calves healthy, and tools to help market calves will be discussed.  There 
will be no cost to attend and a meal will be provided.  Please RSVP by November 8th to your local Twin Creeks District 
Office. 
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