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Setting a Price
For Alfalfa Feeds

Edward A. Fiez and Dan D. Hinman

Alfalfa supplies a major share of feed nutrients for
the dairy and livestock industry in Idaho. It is har
vested, stored and fed in a wide variety of forms in
cluding dry hay, haylage, silage and green chop. These
feeds are key ingredients innearly all ruminant rations.
Since the concentration of nutrients is quite variable
in most feeds, value is also variable. Differences in
nutrient content mean dollars and cents to the live
stock ordairy producer. Thealfalfa grower also desires
to maximize his dollar return on the crop produced to
sell.

Buying and Selling Alfalfa Hay
Crude protein (C.P.) is a good measure of alfalfa

hay quality. It provides a simple means ofdetermining
the nutrient value. Moisture is also a key factor in
determining price. Using a combination of crude pro
teinanddrymatter(D.M.), average selling price canbe
adjusted to reflect the nutrient and feeding value ofthe
hay. Table 1presents relative value indexes for alfalfa
hay at various moisture and crude protein levels. To
determine the fair value of a particular lot of alfalfa
hay, multiply the current selling price for alfalfa hay by
the index value for the moisture and crude protein
level of the hay in question.

Example:

Alfalfa Hay A — 87% D.M. and 16% C.P.
Alfalfa Hay B — 86% D.M. and 20% C.P.

Current selling price is $50/ton
Alfalfa Hay A — $50 x .88 = $44
Alfalfa Hay B — $50 * 1.08 = $54

Therefore, Hay B is actually worth
$10 per ton more than Hay A.
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Buying and Selling Haylage,
Silage and Green Chop

Moisture content is an important factor to consider
when youbuy or sell alfalfa forhaylage, silage orgreen
chop. Adjustments must be made to compensate for
the variation in dry matter. The dry portion of the
alfalfa plant contains the nutrients needed for dairy
and livestock production. Dryalfalfa hay(88% D.M.)
is used as a base value in comparingother methods of
harvest.

In Table 2, various alfalfa feeds are comparedto dry
hay and expressed asa relative D.M. value. This rela
tive D.M. value can be used to determine an approxi
mate price per ton of feed or to adjust the weight to
a hay basis. The actual cost per pound dry matter is the
same for both methods. Quality factors may also be
considered in buying or selling these high-moisture
alfalfa feeds. Theproteinadjustment factors foralfalfa
hay discussed earlier could be used toestablish the hay
basis price. The following example illustrates these
methods:

Alfalfa silage 30% D.M. with a relative D.M.
content of .341 and with alfalfa hay (88% D.M.)
selling for $50/ton.

Adjusting weight to hay basis
2000 pounds silage
.341 D.M. relative value
682 lb. hay equivalent
682 lb. x $50/ton = $17.05 per ton silage

Adjusting price to silage basis
$50/ton alfalfa hay

.341 D.M. relative value
$17.05 per ton silage



Table 1. Relative value indexes for alfalfa hay at various moisture and crude protein levels.
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*88% dry matter and 18% crude protein assumed standard.
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Special Consideration in Buying
and Selling Alfalfa Feeds

The primary difference in all types of alfalfa feeds
is the forage dry matter. The dry matter at harvest
directly affects nutrient loss, feeding and harvest
management.

Nutrient Loss

Dry matter content at harvest directly affects dry
matter losses in harvest and storage (Fig. 1). Field
losses increase as the forage dry matter increases at
harvest. Field-cured hay would be expected to have
the greatest field loss of dry matter. Storage losses
decrease as the forage dry matter increases at harvest.

Losses that occur during harvesting and storage
should be considered in buying or selling alfalfa. If
the crop is sold as dry hay, the grower absorbs the
losses in the field and only a small loss occurs during
storage. If the crop is sold for green chop, silage or
haylage, field losses are small withthedrymatter yield
per acre higher thanwithdryhaymethods. If thebuyer
stores the alfalfa as silage, the major dry matter loss
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Table 2. Relative dry matter values for various alfalfa
forages.

Forage

Hay

Hay

Green forage
for silage,
haylage or
green chop

%
D.M.

88%

84%

60%
55%
50%
45%
40%

35%
30%

25%
20%

15%

Relative1

D.M.

value Used for:

Stored hay

Just baled

Most haylages

Wilted silage

Direct-cut silage
or green chop

Lush green chop

'Relative D.M. value =% D.M. of feed divided by 88% D.M. for
alfalfa hay

Example: Wilted silage at 30% D.M.:

Relative D.M. value =30% divided by 88%
Relative D.M. value = .341
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% Dry Matter at Harvest

1 Dry matter losses occurring in forages by haying
system (from Michigan State University Extension
Bull. E-1013).

occurs during storage. Storage loss would be minimal
in airtight storage structures. Adjustments to the rela
tive D.M. values discussed earlier may be necessary to
determine a fair price to both the buyer and seller due
to shift in total crop loss.

Feed Selection

Alfalfa feeds should be selected to meet the ration
requirement. For beef cows, non-lactating dairy cows
or livestock with low nutrient requirements, a lower
protein alfalfa hay may be the best feed buy.* The
actual cost of crude protein in alfalfa can also be com
pared to other protein feeds. This is an important com
parison when crude protein is the main diet concern.

*Livestock producers should match feed quality to livestock nu
trient requirements when possible. This practice may result in
cheaper feed costs and greater dollar returns to the producer.

Feeding

The high moisture content of alfalfa green chop,
silage and haylage may be a limiting factor in some
livestock and dairy rations. Dairy cows usually per
form best with some dry hay in the ration. Alfalfa
silage is well suited for use in complete rations and
readily blends with other feeds. Labor costs are usually
reduced with the mechanized handling of silages.
Alfalfa harvested as green chop, silage or haylage will
be higher in protein because leaf shatter is reduced with
high-moisture harvesting.

Harvest Management

Rapid harvest of high moisture alfalfa as green chop
or silage is a plus for growers. The yield of dry matter
per acre is higher than field-cured hay. Harvest is not
usually delayed due to adverse weather since drying is
not required. This is an important consideration for
the grower for first and last alfalfa cuttings when
drying conditions are poor. Harvesting costs, espe
cially those related to hauling from the field to the
livestock, are another important consideration.

Summary

The price for alfalfa harvested as green chop, silage,
haylage or dry hay must be determined by the buyer
and seller. The most important factor is dry matter.
The price or adjusted harvest weight, as determined by
the relative D.M. value, should be the starting point
for discussion. Protein, fiber, energy or other nutrients
should also be considered. Don't forget the advantages
and disadvantages to the buyer or seller in nutrient
loss, feeding and harvest management.

THE AUTHORS — Edward A. Fiez is Extension professor of animal science and
Extension dairy specialist, and Dan D. Hinman is assistant research professor of
animal science and Extension animal nutritionist, both at the University of Idaho
Research and Extension Center at Caldwell.
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SERVING THE STATE

Teaching . . . Research .. . Service .. . this is the three-fold charge
of the College of Agriculture at your state Land-Grant institution, the University

of Idaho. To fulfill this charge, the College extends its faculty and resources to
all parts of the state.

Service . . . The Cooperative Extension Service has offices in 42 of Idaho's 44

counties under the leadership of men and women specially trained to work with

agriculture, home economics and youth. The educational programs of these

College of Agriculture faculty members are supported cooperatively by county,
state and federal funding.

Research . . . Agricultural Research scientists are located at the campus in
Moscow, at Research and Extension Centers near Aberdeen, Caldwell, Parma,

Tetonia and Twin Falls and at the U. S. Sheep Experiment Station, Dubois and

the USDA/ARS Soil and Water Laboratory at Kimberly. Their work includes
research on every major agricultural program in Idaho and on economic activi
ties that apply to the state as a whole.

Teaching . . . Centers of College of Agriculture teaching are the University
classrooms and laboratories where agriculture students can earn bachelor of

science degrees in any of 20 major fields, or work for master's and Ph.D. degrees
in their specialties. And beyond these are the variety of workshops and training
sessions developed throughout the state for adults and youth by College of Agri
culture faculty.
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