
5/11/2015

1

Hay production options for cow‐
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Outline

• What are some forage options besides the 
traditional alfalfa or grass hay?

• How do these forages compare to our 
traditional forages?

• How well can cattle do on these alternative 
forages?

• What are other options besides hay for 
feeding?
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What are some options?

• Alternative legumes

– Sainfoin

– Birdsfoot trefoil

• Annuals

–Warm‐season annuals

– Cereal forages

– Corn 

Sainfoin
Onobrychis viciifolia

• Well‐drained, deep soils

• pH 7.0‐8.0

• > 13” precipitation

• Good on calcareous soils

• May be a good substitute 
for alfalfa in areas with 
limited irrigation
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How do alfalfa and sainfoin differ?

• Sanfoin‐
– Non‐bloating due to presence 
of condensed tannins

– Retains its lower leaves and 
stems remain succulent

– Growth occurs up to full bloom

– Irrigation management 
different
• 50% of water that would be 
applied to alfalfa
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Harvest Management

• Sainfoin

– Doesn’t store 
carbohydrates during 
summer

– Fall harvest 
management still 
critical
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Sainfoin

Sainfoin
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Birdsfoot Trefoil
Lotus corniculata

• Persists well in poorly 
drained or acid soils

– pH range of 4.5‐8.2

• Winter hardy

• Tolerates drought

– 20‐30 d flood tolerance

• Can tolerate saline soils

• Non‐bloating

Birdsfoot Trefoil
Lotus corniculata

• Does not accumulate carbohydrates through growing 
season
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Annual forages
Crop Seeding Rate Emergence

time (days)
First grazing 

(week)
Hay yield
(ton/ acre)

Palatability

Sudangrass 25 10 4 3‐4 High

Sorghum x 
Sudangrass

20 10 4 4‐5 Med‐ high

Pearl millet 20 7 4‐5 3 High

Winter wheat 120 7 4 2‐4 High

Winter rye 112 7 4 2‐4 Med

Winter barley 100 7 4 2‐3 Med to high

Spring oats 96 10 4 2‐3 High
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Annual forages

Annual forages
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Annual forages

Winter Wheat

Pre‐grazing Post‐grazing
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Oat

Pre‐grazing Post‐grazing

Stamm, et al. Profitable calf backgrounding integrating annual forage crops. Unpublished data.
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Stamm, et al. Profitable calf backgrounding integrating annual forage crops. Unpublished data.

Todd, et al. Backgrounding calves with annual forage crops. WSASAS 2007.
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Todd, et al. Backgrounding calves with annual forage crops. WSASAS 2007.

Rabas, et al. Relationship of chemical composition and morphological characteristics to palatability in sudangrass and 
sorghum x sudangrass hybrids. 1970.
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Forage Corn

Forage Corn



5/11/2015

16

Problems with warm‐season annuals

• Nitrates

• Prussic acid poisoning

Anti‐quality factors

• Prussic acid poisoning

• Species contain cyanogenic 
glycosides

– Converted to hydrocyanic acid

– Decreased respiration

– Death from  respiratory paralysis

• Sorghum, sorghum‐sudangrass
hybrid, sudangrass
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Anti‐quality factors

• Nitrate toxicity

– Nitrates converted to nitrite in  rumen

– If excess consumption, nitrite absorbed into 
bloodstream

– Hemoglobin          methemoglobin

– Rapid breathing, weak heartbeat, tremors, 
staggering, and death

• Oats, barley, wheat, millet

Anti‐quality factors

• Don’t graze if plant stressed
– Drought, frost

• Don’t graze sorghums/ sudans until > 18 inches

• Don’t overgraze

• Ensile plants
– Wait 6‐8 weeks after ensiling

• Rule of thumb:
– Nitrates will not decline with storage

– Prussic acid will decline with storage
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Anti‐quality factors

• Do NOT feed sorghum, sudangrass, or 
sorghum‐sudangrass to horses

– Small amounts 

– “dilute” feeding

• Cause of poisoning unknown

• Staggering gait, urine dribbling, abortion

Haying versus ensiling

• Benefits of ensiling:

– Shorter window for harvesting

– Less DM lost at harvesting and feedout

– Flexible system

• Negatives of ensiling:

– Requires specific storage conditions

–May need to purchase additional equipment

–May have lower acceptance/ palatability
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Haying versus ensiling

Haying versus ensiling
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Haying versus ensiling

Haying versus ensiling
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Questions?


