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Baxter County u of a Cooperative extension serviCe newsletter 

Winter 2021 

From the County Agent’s 
desk… 

Fall sure seems to slip by too fast 
every year, and this one was no 
different. Another season, another 
set of tasks to manage on the farm. 
Most folks will just feed hay from 
now until April and never tackle any 
other projects or to do lists, but 
there’s plenty to do. It’s still a great 
time for late fall and winter weed 

control. Most of the buttercup and chickweed is out there right now, 
and able to be killed. More on that later. If you haven’t tested hay 
and planned winter feeding accordingly, it can still be done. I’ll 
come out and take samples and help with a ration. Be mindful that 
when things get cold and wet, cattle energy needs go way 
up…much higher than even the best hay we produce.  

Fertilizer is very high right now. That’s all the more reason to soil 
sample fields to identify where best to incur that expense. It’s free 
information about your fields’ productivity or lack thereof. As 
always, give me a call if I can be of any assistance.  
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Hay Storage and Feeding Losses 

Just how valuable is that bale of hay that’s getting put out in the dark and cold this winter? What’s it worth to 
you? How much is really getting wasted and who cares? Whether you bought it or rolled it up yourself, there’s 
far too much money invested in that bale to let any of it unnecessarily go to waste. You might be surprised at 
just how valuable it really is, especially considering today’s fertilizer prices.  

Consider this example: 

• A hay bale that weighs 750 lbs. 
• That bale is approximately 90% dry matter, so that puts us down to 675 lbs. 
• In that 675 lbs., there’ll be an average of around 13.5 lbs. of N, 4 lbs. of phosphorus (in the form of 

P2O5) and 15 lbs. of potassium (in the form of K2O). 
• The 13.5 lbs. of N is the equivalent of 41 lbs. of ammonium nitrate (34-0-0) 
• The 4 lbs. of P is the equivalent of approx. 9 lbs. of DAP a.k.a. diammonium phosphate (18-46-0) 
• The 15 lbs. of K is the equivalent of approx. 25 lbs. of potash (0-0-60) 
• Let’s put that in terms of cost. At the time of writing this this, ammonium nitrate is around $530/ton, 

potash is around $675/ton and DAP is around $720/ton.  
• That means that hay bale has a fertilizer value alone of: 

o $10.87 in ammonium nitrate 
o $3.24 in DAP 
o $8.43 in potash 

 Total= $22.54 

That’s just in fertilizer only! It doesn’t account for the diesel to spread it or pay to have it spread, the diesel to 
cut, rake, bale, and haul off the field. Equipment maintenance, weed control, etc. etc. The list goes on and on. 
When it comes to losses, that fertilizer isn’t really a 100% loss. It does return to the soil where it was fed. 
However, we didn’t put go through the trouble of putting it in a bale just to recycle it at another location. Albeit 
that is a benefit of spreading around your hay feeding. You spread around the fertility of your pastures too. 

That’s going to bring us to the next part of this conversation - avoiding losses of that high value feed known as 
a hay bale.  

Storage Losses 

Twine wrapped bales stored outside, on the ground, unprotect lose a lot of dry matter. That type of storage can 
lead to the outside 4-5” of the bales being unrecoverable dry matter, essentially meaning cows won’t consume 
it do to palatability, mold, and just overall deterioration. Four inches doesn’t sound like much, but that outer 
layer accounts for roughly 25-30% of the overall bale’s volume and about 20% dry matter loss. Our 675 lbs. of 
dry matter is now reduced to 540 lbs. Not only do we lose bulk but poor storage also leads to reduced nutritive 
value through reduced digestibility. 
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Changing the wrap, moving the hay under cover, or getting it up off the ground can significantly reduce those 
losses (Table 8) 

 

And, no surprise here, but a large percentage of that loss is where the bale contacts the ground. Just getting 
the bales up onto pallets or poles can reduce that soil contact loss by 20% or more.  

 

The type of wrap matters too. In Table 8, above, the plastic wrapped ground stored bales have roughly half the 
depth of weathering layer, and therefore much less dry matter loss.  
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Feeding Losses 

Our potential for loss doesn’t end with storage, unfortunately. We still stand to lose a lot of dry matter based on 
how the hay is fed. We can lose another 40% if the hay is just set out with not kind of feeder, still rolled up. Our 
540 lbs. of dry matter is now 325 lbs., enough to feed 13 cows for a day.  

Unrolling hay is a popular method, and it does have its advantages. Unrolling cuts down a lot of traffic in an 
area that leads to a muddy mess of a hay feeding area. It spreads out the manure. Boss cows can’t dominate 
the feeding site as well as around a hay ring Unrolling does incur losses, though. Urination, defecation, and 
trampling. Losses can be as much 40% with unrolling too. The best bet for unrolling is to only put out what can 
be eaten in one day. Another tactic is to unroll the hay and then run a single hot wire down the length of the 
unrolled bale. Cattle that are trained to a hot fence will line up along the hay like it’s in a trough, reduced losses 
from the reasons listed above. 

A round, hay ring will have losses of 5-10%. 

Summary 

Hay is worth a lot, and reducing losses from storage and feeding is a good practice. When well-managed, our 
675 lbs. of dry matter bale might only lose 10-15% total. If not managed well, it stands to lose 50% or more. 
That’s a big difference in annual expense and cold and wet January hay feeding trips. 
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Grass to Grid Fed Cattle Program 

 
The Grass to Grid program provides Arkansas adult and youth cattle producers an opportunity to retain 
ownership of calves through feedlot finishing and marketing. The goal of this program is to provide small to 
medium size cow/calf operators the opportunity to experience the finishing phase of the cattle industry while 
gaining herd genetic insights. 

In collaboration with the Tri-County Steer Carcass Futurity and cooperating Iowa feedyards, participants 
receive individual calf growth and carcass data summaries. Information gained from this program can help 
direct breeding and marketing. 

The spring 2022 entry deadline is March 1, 2022. The delivery date is March 29, 2022. 

The entry form, rules & regulations, FAQs, health protocols, and health verification can be found here: 
https://www.uaex.uada.edu/farm-ranch/animals-forages/beef-cattle/grass-to-grid.aspx 

It’s a new program that I’ll be getting familiar with too, but let me know if you’ve got questions or are interested 
in participating.  

 

Fall/Winter Weed Control 

Late fall and early winter aren’t usually a time that folks think much about spraying, but it’s ideal for controlling 
winter annual weeds. Most of our early spring weeds like buttercup and chickweed will have already 
germinated during the fall cooldown and return of fall moisture. And, there’s no reason not to go ahead and 
control them now. Matter of fact, it’s sometimes easier to do it this time of year than in March and early April. It 
doesn’t tend to be as windy, and field conditions are typically better this time of year, especially if the winter is 
a wet one.  

There is a bit of misconception that you absolutely can’t spray when it’s cold. It’s true that herbicides tend to 
work much more slowly in the cold, but they will still do their job. It just takes a little longer. The active growth of 
the target weed is the more critical part, and those cool season annuals do fine in the cold. How cold is too 
cold? For the most part, try to avoid applications when the daytime highs are below 50 and nighttime lows are 
well below 40. Even lower, and you’ll still get decent control.  

 

 

https://www.uaex.uada.edu/farm-ranch/animals-forages/beef-cattle/grass-to-grid.aspx
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As always, having a calibrate sprayer is important for an accurate application. I can help with that. As far as 
what to use, 2,4-D amine at 1 qt. per acre will cover most all of our common winter annual weeds. It doesn’t do 
particularly well on chickweed, henbit, or purple deadnettle. You’d want to upgrade to something like 
GrazonNext HL or Weedmaster/Brash at 1 qt./acre. 

 

Cattle Market Notes (11/29/21) 

The weekly cattle market notes report is a joint effort of the Mississippi St. University, the University of 
Arkansas, and the University of Kentucky. You can subscribe to these weekly reports here: 
https://msstate.us15.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=d27b0f8ca2d30ab88ad971a94&id=7a21d33b6e 

 
Beef cow slaughter has been higher than year-ago levels for most weeks in 2021. Year to date, national beef 
cow slaughter (chart below) is up 10 percent over the same period of 2020. That 10 percent increase 
translates to an additional 6,000 head weekly average. Higher feed costs and drought have contributed to this 
increase in beef cows culled nationally which is worthy of an article on its own. However, in this article we look 
specifically at beef cow slaughter in the southeast region. 

 Beef cow slaughter is up sharply in recent weeks over 2020 levels in the southeast reporting region (region 4, 
chart above) which includes AL, FL, GA, KY, MS, NC, SC & TN. This region accounts for about 15 percent of 
national beef cow slaughter. To avoid the most significant pandemic disruptions in spring 
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2020, I use data from July to November in 2020 and 2021. For that 20 week period, beef cow slaughter in 
region 4 is 25 percent higher in 2021 than it was during the same period of 2020. That is equivalent to an 
additional 2,000 head each week on average.  

 There has been some additional cow processing capacity brought online in the southeast during 2021 which 
helps explain the weekly increase in slaughter. But a key question is where are the cows coming from? Are 
producers in the southeast culling cows deeper than previously expected? We don’t know exactly where the 
cows are coming from based on the data available, but weekly auction receipts shed some light on the 
questions.   

 I pulled weekly slaughter cattle auction receipts for three of the eight states in region 4 – GA, KY, and MS (I 
don’t have the same data for the other five states in the same format). For these three states, auction receipts 
for slaughter cattle (reported as both cows and bulls) are up 3 percent since July compared to the same period 
of 2020. That 3 percent increase equals an additional 128 head weekly average across those three states. The 
data are messy, so it is important not to put too much weight on any one piece. However, the weekly auction 
receipts from these states don’t suggest a large enough increase in the number of cows being culled in the 
southeast to support the big increase in beef cow slaughter in the region. Arkansas is not in region 4, but the 
number of slaughter cattle auction receipts is down 1 percent compared to the same period in 2020.  

 It seems likely that a good portion of the increase in beef cow slaughter in the southeast region are cows 
coming from other regions. Backhauling cows is likely a key contributor since many calves or feeder cattle are 
trucked from the southeast to other regions. We will get a better estimate of the number of beef cows in each 
state when the annual cattle inventory report is released in January. The beef cow herd in the southeast 
probably has shrunk over the past year. Producers in the region have faced higher input costs and multiple 
years of tight margins. But the beef cow slaughter numbers in the region likely overstate the level of cow culling 
in the region.    

The Markets 
Some market reports were unavailable due to the Thanksgiving holiday. Fed cattle prices saw another big 
bump last week with negotiated prices increasing by more than $5 per cwt. This continues a rally in fed cattle 
prices which have increased by about $15 per cwt since mid-October.  Cattle futures prices also rallied last 
week. 
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K Utilization and Timing Demonstration 

Fertilizer is expensive. That might be the biggest understatement of 2021. At the writing of this, potash is 
nearing $700/ton. That makes for some tough management decisions when it comes to soil fertility. Not putting 
out fertilizer at all is certainly an option, but it’s not a good one, especially in hayfields. Mining potassium out of 
field eventually means a poor stand of poor quality hay to be fed to, what will become, poor quality cows who 
don’t get bred back or raise a good calf. It’s a domino effect.  

So, to try to address making efficient K applications, we’ve started a new project. It seems that applying potash 
in the fall after the last cutting is a standard practice among hay farmers, but is it a good management 
practice? Potassium ions are positively charged, so they stick to negatively charged clay particles and get 
wedged in between those clay layers through a process known as fixation. 

But K is prone to leaching losses, particularly in sandier soils when lots of rainfall or irrigation occurs or if 
there’s not good vegetative cover on the surface.   

We’re going to apply the recommended K, and then look at where it's going and how much of it might be 
getting lost over the course of the winter, and how it might be affecting first cutting yields. We'll apply the 
following 100 lbs./acre potash:  

1.) After the last cutting but before the first frost,  

2.) After the last cutting but after the first frost, and  

3.) In the spring at greenup. 

Is it getting stored in the roots? Is it getting stored in the top growth and therefore prone to winter 
decomposition and losses from runoff and leaching? Does that have any effect at all on hay yield? We won’t 
see the results of this project until we do our sampling next spring, so keep an eye out for that. 

 

Growing Alfalfa in Arkansas 

We have a new alfalfa management guide available. Not much, if any, alfalfa is grown regularly in Baxter 
County, but that’s not to say it isn’t an option under the right conditions. The following excerpt is from that 
guide, titled: Alfalfa Management Guide, FSA 3158. It can be found here: 
https://www.uaex.uada.edu/publications/pdf/FSA3158.pdf 

Alfalfa is one of the highest yielding and highest quality forages. Managed properly, stands can be productive 
for more than five years. Timeliness of management practices is important because alfalfa is less forgiving of 
poor management and irregular harvest schedules than tall fescue or bermudagrass. It is a valuable forage 
crop and should be managed as such. This guide will outline the general management practices to maintain 
productive and persistent alfalfa stands. Recommendations for planting alfalfa can be found in FSA15, 
Establishing Alfalfa for Forage.  
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Brad Runsick 
Baxter County Extension Agent 

870-425-2335 
“Like” us on Facebook at Baxter County Coop Extension Service - Agriculture 

https://www.facebook.com/BaxterCountyAg/

