
If you’re buying hay, ask 

the seller to show you a 

core sample.
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WHeTHer you’re buyIng hay for 
just a few horses or for a large herd 
of catle, knowing how to determine 
quality is a must. Many professional 
producers are now marking their hay 
with tags that record quality indicators, 
such as moisture levels and preservatives 
used. (For more information on these 
tagging systems, see “HayBoss G2 and 
the Bale Scale” on page 4.) However, 
when working with producers who aren’t 
yet using these systems, a litle old-
fashioned know-how can help determine 
the difference between high-octane hay 
and low-test. 

Like a book, don’t judge a bale by 
its cover. Exposure to air, especially in 
hot, humid climates, is going to affect 
the color of the outer layer—and not 
necessarily the nutrient quality—of the 
bale. Dig in a few inches and you’ll find 
the hay’s true color. 

Few know that beter than Mayo 
Donohoe. He’s been growing hay 
in southern West Virginia for some 
46 years. In general, he says, bright 
green on the inside of the bale usually 
indicates the hay was cut at a good 
maturity. “If you have the hay stacked 
in the sun or even in indirect light,” says 
Donohoe, “it tends to fade a litle on the 
outside. It’ll be nice and green on the 
inside, though, even a year later … it’ll 
still be good.”

A few other things to consider about 
color: Varying shades of yellow on 
the outside, are likely caused by sun 
bleaching. On the other hand, if the 
yellow is uniform, it may be indicative of 
grass hay that was too mature when cut or 
hay that was rained on in the field, both 
of which hurt quality. Dark brown ofen 
means the hay was exposed to moisture. 
Moderate brown hay was probably stored 
at too high a moisture content—the 
resulting fermentation, also indicated by a 
musty odor, means fewer nutrients. 

If you’re paying for alfalfa, bales 
should mostly be, well, alfalfa. Te same 
goes for orchard, brome or Timothy 
grass. Weeds and other forages can 
lessen nutrient quality, and some plant 
materials can even harm your livestock.

Also, consider that many weeds pass 

through your animals undigested and 
can be a source for later weed infestation 
of your land.  

Most of the protein is in the leaves, 
so remember “more leaf, less stem,” 
says Donohoe. To help determine 
hay quality, also check the stiffness of 
stems—the more pliable the beter. 

For legume or grass, hay that is cut 
in the late-bud to early-bloom stage is 
typically at its peak. Says Donohoe: 
“Once the hay starts to get out of 
bloom, then the quality of it slowly 
starts to go down.”   •

Hay 
Quality
At a Glance

For more on hay quality 

testing, see safergrass.org/

pdf/Haytesting.pdf
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