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What is Hay Quality?
• High quality hay has a high nutritive content, and high intake and 

acceptability.

• Low in cellulose and fiber and free of dust, musty odor, mold, and 
foreign material. 

• High quality hay reduces supplementation.



What is Hay Quality?



What is Hay Quality?
• Hay quality is the ability of a forage to support the desired levels of animal 

performance and is a function of both voluntary intake and nutritive value.



What Influences Quality?

Factors that affect hay Quality
(Production)

• Stage of maturity at harvest

• Species

• Curing

• Soil Fertility

Hay Quality Factors
(Feeding Value)

• Stage of maturity at harvest

• Leafiness

• Color

• Foreign material

• Odor and condition

• Species?



Hay Maturity

• Has the single biggest influence on 
hay quality

• Hay making in the northern 
piedmont is often delayed due to 
weather



Leafiness
1. Ratio of leaves to stem

2. Most loss occurs during curing 
and handling

3. 60% of TDN, 70% of protein, 
90% of vitamins are found in 
the leaf



Color

• Can be deceiving

• Bright color indicates hay was 
rapidly cured with no rain 
damage

• HOWEVER, hay cut at an early 
maturity stage that is rain 
damaged and off color, may have 
a higher nutritive value than 
bright green hay that was cut 
late.

 Color is affected by bleaching from the sun, rain during curing, 
fermentation in the bale, maturity of the plant





Quality Effects

• All hay baled above 15% moisture will undergo some elevation in 
temperature in first 3 weeks

• Dry matter loss directly related to heat generation

• Heat generation related to moisture level

• Moisture = microbes



Dry matter loss in baled hay is a direct result of microbial 
activity

• Heating of moist hay causes a 
chemical reaction that fuses 
plant sugar and amino acids into 
an indigestible compound.

• Heat damaged protein may be 
nearly indigestible



• First cutting hay normally baled around 15% moisture

• Most baled hay will reach 12% moisture in about two months

• 4 to 5% dry matter loss

• Energy, protein, phosphorus, and calcium levels change little at this 
moisture 



• Dry matter loss during storage is primarily non-structural carbohydrates.

• These are the most digestible portions of the plant

• Increases the concentration of structural carbohydrates = less digestible.

• Protein is lost at a much slower rate

• Percentage of protein can actually increase (due to loss of NSC and water)

• One nutrient that does change is vitamin A. Greatest loss is at harvest, so 
change after 6 months is relatively small.

• Long term storage of hay could increase the dryness.

• Plants become brittle increase dustiness








