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Major Mistake in Preserving Hay Bale Nutritive Value—Field Exposure 
Efforts to produce quality forage too often go to waste due to improper storage. 
 

 
Fig. 1.  The worst example, Comanche Co., TX.  Bales of improved grass exposed to weather (may be 

unavoidable short-term in wetter Texas regions).  Hay was never fed or sold/moved (now 3-4 years old?).  

This is a total loss of all investment in hay and preservation of nutritive value.  (Calvin Trostle). 
 

   
Fig. 2.  High-value alfalfa hay left to sit on the turnrow.  About 30% of bale surface area is exposed to 

weather or the soil it sits on.  Recent rain clouds in the background?  Green grass in ditch suggests it has 

rained significantly over the past month.  And the brown hay shows it.  (Dallam Co., TX; Trostle.) 



Efforts to Produce High Quality Forage Undone by Field Storage 

 

A dilemma many Texas forage growers face is protecting hay from the weather.  Rainy conditions 

over much of Texas are unavoidable as there is little to no way to protect hundreds of bales 

from rain and the elements. 

 

But I see so much hay that for whatever reason loses value in the field before feeding or sale.  A 

forage grower can put his or her best effort into producing tons and tons of forage with high 

nutritive value and higher economic value only to give it up on the back side.  But there are 

means to minimize damage, biomass loss, and decreased value in hay.  These include: 

 

• Stacking of bales to minimize surface exposure to rain.  This includes pushing round 

bales end-to-end.  I am doubtful that stacking round bales on top of each other is a good 

idea as rain shed from upper bales simply runs onto lower bales and may be absorbed. 

• Wrapped round bales shed water better.  If prolonged outdoor storage is necessary, this 

may justify the added cost. 

• Large square bales in stacks can be covered with large tarps (Fig. 3).  The flat surface of 

the top bales in Fig. 2 are directly absorbing all rainfall into the hay which leads to 

significant deterioration. 

 

 
Fig. 3.  Some large square bale stacks are covered with a tarp to shield from rainfall into the 

bales.  The remaining two stacks would benefit from covering also.  The cost of the tarp and the 

time to install them could well be recovered by reuse of the tarp over several years.  Buyers will 

appreciate the preservation of high-quality forage.  (Hartley Co., TX; Trostle.) 

 

• Avoid storing bales directly on soil if possible.  In time as soil becomes wet (and won’t 

dry under a bale) there are rotting losses on bale bottoms.  Storage on a slightly elevated 



location helps drain water away from the hay.  Studies in areas of Kansas with ~32” of 

annual rainfall demonstrate bale weight losses stored on bare soil can exceed 10% in one 

year.  (This compounds losses and decrease in value from being rained on.) 

• Get the hay sold more quickly.  There is a downside to sitting and waiting and hoping for 

a better price.  The hay loses value and then can’t be sold for its original market value. 

• Higher value forage like alfalfa should move under a roof or other protection when 

possible. 

 

Bottom Line:  Encourage Hay Growers to Consider Options to Preserve Quality & Value 

 

As AgriLife Extension staff, remind and encourage hay clientele—both growers and feeders—to 

plan for doing one’s best to preserve hay value.  In Extension we regularly address producing 

good forage tonnage, improving nutritive value, etc.  We don’t address nearly as much about 

preserving the nutritive and economic value once hay is produced.  This is an opportunity for 

Extension education to help our clientele and their success. 
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