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Limited forage quality and 
quantity due to drought has 
resulted in many North Dakota 
livestock producers purchasing 
hay and other feeds from outside 
their region that would normal-
ly be harvested from their own 
farms/ranches or purchased 
locally. Although many ranchers 
purchased hay early, challenging 
weather has forced some to look 
for additional supplies to get 
them through the remainder of 
the winter feeding period.

“When purchasing feedstuffs, it 
is important to ask a lot of ques-
tions to avoid issues related to 
poor forage quality, contamina-
tion with weeds and the presence 
of toxins such as nitrate,” says 
Janna Block, NDSU Extension 
livestock systems specialist based 
at the Hettinger Research Exten-
sion Center. “Clear and honest 
communication from both parties 
can help ensure a successful busi-
ness transaction.”

Important information buyers 
should request from the seller 
includes:

Month and year of harvest
Packaging and type of wrap 

(net wrap, twine, etc.)
Average bale weight
Species composition
Potential for presence of 

noxious weeds, mold, etc.
Length and method of stor-

age
“Producers should also ask sell-

ers for nutrient analysis on any 
purchased feedstuffs,” says Block. 
“If sellers have not submitted 
samples for analysis, purchasers 
should request them to do so. Dry 
matter content, crude protein 
and an estimate of energy are 
necessary for making an informed 

decision about purchasing a par-
ticular type of forage.”

Block adds that in order to use 
limited feed supplies effective-
ly, it is important to important 
to understand how forage can 
be best used to meet nutrient 
requirements for various classes 
and production stages of live-
stock.

While it is sometimes necessary 
to look for feed from distant loca-
tions, this increases challenges 
for buyers.

“Even if results of laboratory 
analysis are available, produc-
ers are often purchasing hay 
‘sight-unseen,’ which makes it dif-
ficult to evaluate physical factors 
such as leafiness, maturity, color, 
smell and condition of the bales,” 
says Block. “If possible, request 
pictures of the bales in storage or 
take the time to inspect them in 
person prior to purchase.”

Certain types of forages may 
contain high levels of nitrate. 
These include species such 
as sorghum and sudangrass, 

drought-stressed corn and annual 
cereals such as oats, barley and 
wheat. If purchasing forage that 
may contain nitrates, a represen-
tative sample should be submit-
ted for laboratory analysis.

In addition to nitrates, there 
may be other anti-quality factors 
present in forages that can be 
difficult to quantify or evaluate. 
These include structural compo-
nents of the plant or secondary 
metabolites that can cause toxic-
ities and nutrient imbalances in 
livestock.

“For example, grasses such 
as tall fescue, perennial rye-
grass and reed canary grass 
can produce alkaloids (plant 
compounds) that associate with 
a fungus and cause heat intol-
erance, lameness, decreased 
feed intake (or increased feed 
refusal) and other animal per-
formance issues,” says

Karl Hoppe, NDSU Extension 
livestock systems specialist 
based out of the Carrington 
Research Extension Center. 

“This is one example of why it 
is important to research various 
species before buying and feed-
ing harvested forage from other 
areas.”

Limited hay supplies across 
the Great Plains region have 
increased competition for 
resources, and prices have 
responded accordingly. The 
U.S. Department of Agriculture 
(USDA) Agricultural Marketing 
Service (AMS) provides hay 
auction reports (available at: 
https://www.ams.usda.gov/
market-news/hay-reports) that 
ranchers can use to evaluate 
pricing in a variety of locations 
based on forage quality guide-
lines.

Transportation costs can add 
significant amounts to the total 
purchase price. It is important 
to talk through all the details 
associated with trucking when 
purchasing feeds, such as 
whether the cost is based on 
loaded miles or roundtrip miles 
and whether or not trucking 
is included in the price of the 
hay. Ranchers are encouraged to 
check with at their local USDA 
Service Center to inquire about 
hay transportation assistance 
programs that will help reduce 
freight costs.

Zac Carlson, NDSU Extension 
beef specialist, also encourages 
farmers and ranchers to check 
out the NDSU FeedList website, 
which is designed to connect 
feed sellers and buyers (avail-
able at: https://www.ag.ndsu.
edu/feedlist).

“Each listing includes infor-
mation about what each seller 
has for sale, how the feed is 
stored (large round bales, small 
bales, etc.) and the seller’s con-
tact information. Prospective 
buyers can select what they 

want to buy and contact the 
sellers,” says Carlson. “Using the 
FeedList is free of charge.”

 “Prices and nutrient content 
should always be compared on 
a dry matter basis when making 
decisions about feed options,” 
says Hoppe. “Feed that is 80% 
moisture may seem competitive 
at $50 per ton delivered, but 
when priced on a dry matter 
basis is $250 per ton.”

Hoppe adds that a step-by-
step guide to comparing feeds is 
available at: https://www.ag.nd-
su.edu/publications/livestock/
comparing-value-of-feedstuffs.

Tim Petry, NDSU Extension 
livestock economist, suggests 
livestock feed buyers, sellers and
haulers have written contracts. 
Contracts should include details 
such as the names of the par-
ties, the price of the commodity,
the terms of the agreement, 
transportation details and sig-
natures.

He also urges ranchers to 
beware of payment scams in 
which buyers are being asked 
to pay by direct deposit only 
and sellers are not available 
to answer questions about the 
feed.

“Be cautious of anything 
in your communication with 
potential sellers that seems out 
of the ordinary,” says Petry.

Purchasing forages and other 
feeds from out of state is just 
one of many management and 
financial challenges due to 
drought. Careful evaluation and 
planning prior to purchase can 
help ensure that feeds will meet 
livestock needs in a cost-effec-
tive manner. Contact your local 
NDSU Extension office for addi-
tional information.

Considerations when purchasing feed outside your region
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States in 1992, and soon after I started 
attending the regional meetings,” he 
said of MOSES.

Haslett-Marroquin remained active 
in MOSES through the tenure of Faye 
Jones, MOSES executive director from 
1999-2016, and has been presenting on 
regenerative poultry at the conference 
for the last five or six years.

He described the annual conference as 
a “large neighborhood gathering.”

“I would say you would have every-
thing from agroforestry all the way to 
row cropping,” he said of the MOSES 
conference. “I am assuming even some 
conventional farmers come here, 
because a lot of conventional farmers 
are starting to think about organic prac-
tices, and this is the place to come and 
learn about organic, sustainable, regen-
erative way of thinking.”

Haslett-Marroquin said MOSES is a 
place where multiple backgrounds are 
represented and everyone is welcome.

“You got everybody from multiple 
colors of people is, multicolor people 
— you get a lot of older farmers, newer 
farmers, and you will see some kids 
walking around too,” he said. “This is a 
neighborhood gathering, and more like 
a convergence of people with different 
backgrounds trying to define the future 

of agriculture.”
For producers thinking about switch-

ing to organic on their operations, 
Haslett-Marroquin said MOSES is the 
place to start their education.

“If you are thinking of a different 
way of doing agriculture, yes, this is the 
premier, probably the only event in the 
country at this scale that brings this 
kind of ecosystem together,” he said.

He said he wanted to be on the board 
for MOSES because it is a critical piece 
of institutional infrastructure for the 
Midwest.

“My vision was that we can start a 
new conversation about how MOSES can 
move into becoming an ecosystem man-
agement institution, and where we actu-
ally focus on gathering the multitude 
of expressions that are out there in the 
landscape across the Midwest, and then 
we then serve as an organizing pivot 
point for affinity groups within the larg-
er context of agriculture,” he said. “And 
then establish governance systems and 
more representation consoles, and so 
on, so that we can build governance at 
a scale that can actually represent this 
new movement.”

“Until we organize, we are just sim-
ply a whole bunch of people doing cool 
stuff,” he said. “It’s time to actually get 
into the organized as an actual industry 
sector that is leading the future of agri-
culture in this country.”
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In 2021, North Dakota 
experienced one of the 
worst droughts on record. 
This resulted in significant 
impacts to forage produc-
tion on range, pasture land 
and hay land across the 
state.

As we look forward to 
2022, the question is how 
the 2021 drought will 
impact the upcoming graz-
ing season.

“Thanks to above aver-
age rainfall across much of 
the state this fall there is 
potential for producers to 
see average forage produc-
tion in 2022 if we receive 
normal rainfall in April 
through June,” says Miran-
da Meehan, North Dakota 
State University (NDSU) 
Extension livestock envi-
ronmental stewardship 
specialist. “Rains during 
this period are responsible 
for 80 to 90% of forage 
production in the state. 
The exception will be the 
western portion of the 

state where extreme (D3) 
and severe (D2) drought 
persists.”

The ability to achieve 
normal forage production 
in 2022 will depend on 
grazing management deci-
sions made in 2021, specif-
ically fall grazing and the 

level of grazing use going 
into the winter.

“Fall plant tiller develop-
ment has a direct impact 
on plant growth during 
the subsequent year for 
all cool-season grasses, 
which are dominant in 
our grassland,” says Kevin 

Sedivec, NDSU Extension 
rangeland management 
specialist. “Cool-season 
grass tillers, such as west-
ern wheatgrass, Kentucky 
bluegrass, smooth brome 
grass, green needlegrass 
and crested wheatgrass, 
that developed from late 
August through early Octo-
ber are the first plants to 
green-up in the spring. If 
these tillers are eaten or 
die due to drought, then 
spring growth must occur 
from new tillers developed 
in April and May.”

Following the 2017 
drought, tillers develop-
ment in the spring occurs 
two to four weeks later 
than the previous year’s 
carry-over tillers. Tillers 
that develop in the spring 
come from buds that broke 
dormancy in the spring, 
usually when soil tempera-
tures stay about 40 F for 
three or more days. How-
ever, the tillers established 
in the fall will grow as 
soon as temperatures are 
favorable, Sedivec notes. If 
livestock consumed these 
fall tillers below the grow-
ing point, in between the 
bottom two leaves, they 
usually will not survive 
the winter. Drought also 
will affect these fall tillers. 
Fall droughts either do 
not allow buds to come 
out of dormancy, thus no 
new tiller growth, or cause 
death to those tillers that 
did grow. If tillers did not 
establish or survive this 
fall, producers should 
expect to see a delay in 

grass development and 
growth this spring.

“Expect normal plant 
growth in the spring of 
2022 if your pasture or hay 
land produced new tillers 
in late summer and early 
fall 2021,” says Sedivec. 
“This scenario assumes 
spring moisture in May 
and June 2022 is at or 
above normal for your 
area, and livestock did not 
graze below the growing 
point during the fall or 
winter months.”

Meehan and Sedivec 
advise delaying pasture 
turn-out on pastures or 
cells that experienced 
drought in the fall of 2021 
and no green-up occurred 
or livestock overgrazed 
the pasture to the point 
of removal of the plant’s 
growing point.

“Delay turnout until the 
dominant forage species 
in a pasture reach grazing 
readiness,” says Meehan. 
“Grazing readiness for 
most domesticated pas-
ture is at the three-leaf 
stage, whereas grazing 
readiness for most native 
range grasses is the 3.5-
leaf stage. The delay in 
grazing readiness could be 
one to two weeks, or lon-
ger depending on spring 
temperatures and manage-
ment in 2021.”

This delayed turnout is 
usually caused by delayed 
growth and development, 
which results in a lack of 
standing forage.

“When production is 
low due to delayed tiller 

development, it becomes 
easy to run out of forage 
more quickly if you go to 
full stock too early, leading 
to over-use,” says Sedivec. 
“This over-use during early 
green-up leads to reduced 
plant vigor and reduced 
leaf area, impacting pho-
tosynthesis and reducing 
food (carbohydrate) stored 
in roots. In the end, you 
may sacrifice 45 to 60% of 
forage production for the 
year by grazing too early.”

Although drought 
impacted much of the 
Northern Plains in 2020 
and 2021, above normal 
fall moisture in many areas
of North Dakota created 
the opportunity for new 
grass tillers to develop. 
These fall tillers will pro-
vide an opportunity for 
normal pasture turn out 
this coming spring and 
potential for a good hay 
producing year if rainfall is 
at or above normal in May 
and June 2022.

“If drought persisted 
in your area, thus no fall 
tillers survived or grew, 
or livestock over-used a 
pasture that contained fall 
tillers, expect a delay in 
pasture turnout in 2022,” 
says Meehan. “You may 
also experience a delay 
in hay harvest and even 
below normal hay pro-
duction in 2022 if no fall 
tillers survived, even if 
spring moisture in 2022 is 
near normal.”
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