
 

One of the strategies when feeding hay is to maximize utilization.  Most hay producers in MS usually leave their hay 
standing in the field, giving them the opportunity for utilizing a system called “Positioning Bale Grazing.”  This approach 
works by fencing narrow strips where the bales had been previously placed with electric fences.  It is recommended hav-
ing approximately the same number of bales in each strip to maintain a constant rotation.  Always calculate the daily for-
age consumption of the livestock class to determine the number of bales needed for a specific grazing period (days).  
The amount of feeding labor is reduced by just moving the electric fence back and exposing the next set of bales.  This 
is a very similar process to the strip-grazing technique.  This approach will allow livestock to utilize hay that has been 
exposed to the environment more quickly and reduce storage and quality loses.  By using this system instead of feeding 
hay in a confined place, livestock can also provide better nutrient distribution (especially manure) back into the pastures. 
There could be a better nitrogen capture in 
the soil profile compared to feeding hay in a 
one place in then farm.  Selecting the prop-
er site(s) and bale density could ensure a 
more uniform distributions of the nutrients 
from manure and urine for livestock feeding 
on the hay. 
 
Placing of the bales is important part of this 
using this feeding strategy to your ad-
vantage.  When bales are transported to 
the site(s) for winter feeding, bales should 
be placed 40-50 ft apart in a grid system 
and bales should bale density should be 
decided on the number of animals to be 
fed, their daily dry matter intake and the 
length of the feeding period.  For example, 
if 30 heads of cattle weighing 1200 lbs and 
requiring a 2% dry matter intake for 5 days, 
then 4 bales should be placed with or with-
out bale feeders in the feeding area at a 
time.  The rest of the bales of the grid then 
can protected with a temporary electric 
fence (Fig. 1).  Because of the amount of 
nutrients that can be release back to the 
soil, using this feeding method is recom-
mended for areas that might need reseed-
ing or renovation with a perennial grass in 
the spring and allowing the utilization of the 
nutrients by the new sod. 
 
Colder weather slows growth of winter pastures forcing livestock producers to increase supplemental feeding.  Experi-
enced livestock producers are well aware of the toll low temperatures can have on animal health and performance.  As 
the temperatures begin to fall in the early winter months, livestock require additional energy to stay warm (Table 1).   
This additional energy requirement usually calls for changes or alterations in feeding practices.  Under cold conditions, 
livestock require additional energy to maintain their internal body temperatures and keep warm. The exact amount of 
energy depends on the severity and extent of the cold period.   It is important to know the quality of the hay being fed as 
well as the livestock body score condition (BCS). 
 

November 2013 Volume 6, Issue 11 

Adjusting Winter Feeding Strategies 

 

Rocky Lemus 
Extension Forage Specialist 

Visit us at: http://mississippiforages.com 

mailto:RLemus@ext.msstate.edu?subject=Forage%20Newsletter
http://mississippiforages.com


 Forage News      Page 2               November 2013 

When environmental temperatures drop below the critical livestock temperature (Table 2), significant 
amounts of energy are used by livestock to maintain their internal body heat.  It has been estimated that for 
each 1 oF decrease below the critical temperature, livestock might require a 1% increase in the livestock 
energy requirement [total digestible energy (TDN)] to maintain a consistent body temperature.   It is also 
estimated that for 
every ten degrees 
below the critical 
temperature, the 
digestibility of the 
ration decreases by 
1 percent.  This 
means that when 
the temperature 
drops below the 
critical temperature, 
the cattle need to 
be fed better (Table 3). It may be that more or higher quality hay needs to be fed. Moreover, drier hay (compared to pas-
ture) has a lower rate of passage, thereby staying in the rumen longer, which allows for more prolonged digestion and 
heat generation from that process. Provide minerals at all times for the cattle based on requirements for your area. For-
ages may provide the energy and protein that a cow needs, but they are almost always deficient in one or more miner-

als.  Water should be available 
at all times, easily accessible, 
and kept free of ice cover. Re-
stricted water consumption will 
decrease the intake and digest-
ibility of feed.  Provide wind-
breaks and shelters to reduce 
wind speed. 
 
During prolonged periods of 
cold temperature (several days 
to weeks) below the critical 
temperature, both the supple-
mental feed and the forage por-
tion of the diet should increase 
in equal portions.  Feeding ad-
ditional amounts of supple-

mental feed or increasing the energy density of the supplemental feed is especially important if the livestock has poor 
body condition. For beef cattle accustomed to a high roughage diet, the amount of energy change should be made grad-
ually to avoid rapid changes in the rumen microbial population and to avoid severe digestive disorders such as acidosis.  
A second commonly used approach is to reserve the highest quality hay for feeding during cold weather periods. 
 

Low temperatures in the 
winter could have a great 
impact in livestock produc-
tion systems (both grazing 
patterns and hay/feed sup-
plementation).  Producers 
implementing management 
strategies to cope with en-
vironmental condition 
could be very successful at 
reducing their livestock 
wintering costs.  It will be 

helpful to monitor weather forecasts to determine cold periods in advance and be able to increase the dry matter content 
of the diet and to adjust the digestible energy accordingly. 

 
More detail information on forage related events visit:   
http://forages.pss.msstate.edu/events.html 
http://mississippifgc.org/events.html 
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