ON THE RANCH

Beef Production
Calendar

The beef production calendar
is a management tool for
producers to help them in
scheduling practices
pertaining to the cow herd
over a twelve-month period.
The calendar is based on a
late March calving beef herd.
The calendar addresses three
categories:




General Management
Practices
Feeding Management
Herd Health

There are practices for
producers to consider in
these specific areas each
month as the beef herd
progresses through the
production cycle for cows that
give birth to calves in March.
Visit https://beef.unl.edu/beefproduction-calendar for the
detailed calendar.

Is The Price Right?
Ben Beckman, Beef Systems Asst. Extension Educator

With many producers utilizing annual forage/cover crops and
prevent plant acres, the amount of “non-traditional” forage options
on the market have increased this past year. As long as we keep
an eye out for potential nitrate issues, sorghum/sudangrass, milo,
or small grains like oats, rye, and wheat can all make great forage
options as hay or silage. Whether you are looking to buy or sell
these products, answering the question, “Is the price right?” can
often be a difficult undertaking.
When pricing alfalfa or grass hay, a great resource to start with is
the USDA Nebraska Hay Summary
(https://www.ams.usda.gov/mnreports/wh_gr310.txt) which is published
weekly and splits the state into three reporting regions. Sometimes
you can get lucky and catch prices for “non-typical” hay, but that
isn’t always the case. It may be worth calling local hay dealers to
check values.
When the forage we are looking to price isn’t listed or we can’t find
a good quote, we need to figure a way to compare our feeds
equally, as either price per unit of protein or energy. To do this
start by finding what the market price for protein or energy is in hay
that we do have a price for. Because different feeds have different
moisture levels that effect the weight, we need to figure the price of
hay on a 100% dry matter basis so we can accurately compare.

This takes a bit of quick math. To begin, take the cost of a feed that
we know the value of, (i.e. good large round alfalfa bales for $110
per ton). We can figure hay being anywhere from 80-90% dry
matter depending on storage. For our example, let’s split the
difference and assume 85% dry matter. We then divide our feed
cost by percent dry matter to get cost per unit of dry matter. In our example, this is $129.41 per ton
of dry matter.
Equation:
𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑓𝑒𝑒𝑑
𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑑𝑟𝑦 𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟
% 𝐷𝑟𝑦 𝑀𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟 𝑎𝑠 𝑎 𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑙
$110 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜𝑛
0.85

Example:
$129.41 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜𝑛 𝑜𝑓 𝑑𝑟𝑦 𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟

While most hay outside of alfalfa isn’t usually used for protein supplementation, we can still take a
look at it and see if the price per unit of protein affects our decision. The USDA says good quality
alfalfa is 18-20% crude protein, so we’ll use 19% for our example. We then take our price per unit
of dry matter ($129.41) and divide by percent crude protein (19%). So for this hay we are paying
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$681.11 per ton of protein on a dry matter basis. We can divide this by 2,000 pounds to get our
cost per pound, which is $0.34/lb.
Equation:
𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑑𝑟𝑦 𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟
𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑡𝑒𝑖𝑛
% 𝑃𝑟𝑜𝑡𝑒𝑖𝑛 𝑎𝑠 𝑎 𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑙
$129.41 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜𝑛
0.19

Example:
$681.11 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜𝑛 𝑜𝑓 𝑝𝑟𝑜𝑡𝑖𝑒𝑛

For energy, we do the same thing, just substituting % TDN for % protein. Again, we go to our
USDA survey and see that good quality alfalfa is 58-60% TDN at 100% dry matter. For our
example, we’ll use 59%. We then take our price per unit of dry matter ($129.41) and divide by
percent TDN (59%). So for this hay, we are paying $219.34 per ton of energy on a dry matter
basis. We can divide this by 2,000 pounds to get our cost per pound, which is $0.11/lb of TDN.
Equation:
𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑑𝑟𝑦 𝑚𝑎𝑡𝑡𝑒𝑟
𝐶𝑜𝑠𝑡 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑢𝑛𝑖𝑡 𝑜𝑓 𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦
% 𝐸𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦 𝑇𝐷𝑁 𝑎𝑠 𝑎 𝑑𝑒𝑐𝑖𝑚𝑎𝑙
$129.41 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜𝑛
0.59

Example:
$219.34 𝑝𝑒𝑟 𝑡𝑜𝑛 𝑜𝑓 𝑒𝑛𝑒𝑟𝑔𝑦

To compare other forages, say some sorghum/sudangrass hay that the neighbor wants to sell to
us, we need to know the price and the 100% dry matter crude protein and TDN numbers from a
forage test. The sorghum/sudangrass hay is priced at $90 per ton, and the forage analysis
showed 87% dry matter, 11% crude protein, and 55% TDN at 100% dry matter. If we do our math
like before, we come up with the numbers below:
Cost/ton DM
Alfalfa Hay
Sorghum/Sudangrass Hay
Difference

$129.41
$103.45
$25.96

Protein/ton
DM
$681.11
$940.45
-$259.34

Protein/lb.
DM
$0.34
$0.47
-$0.13

Energy/ton
DM
$219.34
$188.09
$31.25

Energy/lb.
DM
$0.11
$0.09
$0.02

Like we expected, if we are planning on feeding the sorghum/sudangrass hay for protein, alfalfa is
a better option as we’d be paying $0.13/lb. more. However, if we want to feed the
sorghum/sudangrass hay as an energy supplement, we are saving $0.02/lb. of TDN provided.
If you don’t want to take the time to make these comparisons long hand and don’t mind a computer
spreadsheet, Nebraska Extension has developed a great tool, the Feed Cost Cow-Q-Lator
(https://extension.unl.edu/statewide/westcentral/ag-economics/), which does most of the math for
you. The Cow-Q-Lator even adds a few additional layers of cost to consider, delivery charges,
storage, and feeding, as well as a generic feed library to help with rough comparisons.
While it takes a bit of extra effort to do these sorts of comparisons, evaluating feedstuffs on a cost
per unit basis is beneficial for everyone. Those feeding can develop rations that don’t break the
bank and those selling can be certain their asking price is fair. Whether you do it long hand or
using a spreadsheet, figuring out the true value of a forage makes answering the question, “Is the
price right?” manageable.
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