
Understanding Hay



What is hay?



What is hay?

•Dried preserved forage

• Typically between 85 - 90+% Dry Matter

• Typically baled (small squares, large squares, round 
bales, etc.)

•Used to feed animals



Why is hay important?



Why is hay important?

• Portable

• Readily available when fresh forage is not

• We can regulate intake

• Can be used to supplement

• Expensive

• Quality is variable



What is our tool to measure hay quality?

HAY ANALYSIS!!
• Moisture (DM)

• Crude Protein (CP)

• Fiber: 
• NDF (energy and intake)
• ADF (digestibility)

• Non-Structural Carbohydrates 
(NSC)

• Macro & Micro Minerals



75% NSC 75% NSC

Starch + sugar (%) x intake = NSC intake

Percent is not a unit of intake… 



Types Of Forages Used For 
Hay



Warm Season Grasses

Bahia Grass Bermudagrass



Warm Season Grass Characteristics

•Grows during warm periods of year, late spring-early fall

•Grown predominately in southern climates

•Rapid growth, large quantity

• Typically moderate to low CP levels

•Moderate digestibility

•Moderate energy



Cool Season Grasses

Orchardgrass FescueTimothy



Cool Season Grass Characteristics

•Grows during cooler times of the year, spring and fall

•Grown predominately in northern climates

•Moderate quantity

•Moderate to high CP

•Moderate to high digestibility



Legumes

Alfalfa



Legume Characteristics

•Grows during cooler times of the year, spring and fall

•Grows well in dryer, cool climates such as out west

•High CP

•High digestibility

•Buffering capability



What Do Forage Analyses 
Look Like?

What Do They Tell Us?



Bermudagrass



Coastal
Bermudagrass



Coastal
Bermudagrass



Alfalfa Mix



Alfalfa Mix



Grass Hay



Grass Hay



Fescue
Mix



Fescue
Mix



Alfalfa



Alfalfa



Orchard 
Alfalfa
Mix



Orchard 
Alfalfa
Mix





Hyper focus on one 
area to the 

detriment of the 
total diet





Ideal 2%+ forage on a BW basis



Minimum amount of forage? 

1.0% Body Weight, DM

1.5% + Body Weight, DMEverybody else 

Overweight 



It is the hay the horse eats that actually 
counts…



Choosing the correct hay



• Forage diets
• Deficient

• Amino acids
• Copper and Zinc
• Vitamins 

What is hay not?



Non-Energy 
Nutrients 



So, how do I feed my horse?

With a Targeted Nutrition 
Approach

• Forage First

• Feed to Fill Forage Gaps
• Full Concentrate

• Diet Balancer

• Supplements



My Example



• Pay attention to the 
foundation

• Fill in the gaps
• Feed to 

recommended 
feeding rates

Tying it all 
together





Ready to learn more? 


