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Analyzing the Quality of Ditch Hay 

The Situation 
Hay from road ditches commonly is harvested and 
used as feed for beef cattle and other livestock. In 
some cases, the forages being harvested from 
ditches are very high quality, while in others, the hay 
is harvested well after dedicated hay fields, and 
optimizing quality may not be a top priority. In 
addition, different types of roads (federal, state, 
county, township) may have specific regulations 
about the time of year forages must be cut and/or 
removed from the ditches. These and other factors 
may influence hay quality. Little is known about the 
nutrient content of ditch hay, the amount of ditch 
hay harvested or the intended use of ditch hay in 
North Dakota. 1 
 
Extension Response 
Nelson County was 1 of 36 counties to participate in 
a statewide ditch hay collection program. Extension 
agents from around the state collected over 180 
composite samples. Samples were analyzed for 
crude protein, ash, digestible nutrients, and other 
variables.  The intent was to set a standard baseline 
on nutrient content of ditch hay from around the 
state.  Twenty samples were collected from 
producers in Nelson, Griggs and Steele County. The 
samples were collected and results were presented 
by agents Katelyn Hain (Nelson county), Angela 
Johnson (Steele county), and Megan Vig, (Griggs 
county) to producers at a livestock update meeting 
in the region.  
 
Impacts 
• 512 total miles of ditches cut and baled in 

Nelson, Griggs and Steele Counties.  
 

• 80% of ranchers surveyed had an increase in 
understanding the importance of cutting date 
related to forage quality and quantity. 
 

• 80% had an increase in understanding factors 
that impact quality of ditch hay. 
 

 
• 53% intend to cut hay earlier for better quality. 

 

Feedback 
Participant Feedback:  
“I learned that ditch hay is ok to feed.” 
 
“I’m glad there was a meeting close [to home].”  
 
After this project, two local Ag retailers reached out 
for help in purchasing their own sampling probe.  
The office probe continues to be lent out to farmers 
looking for samples.  
 

Public Value Statement 
Quality meat whether its beef, lamb, bison or other, 
starts with quality feed. Farmers are stewards of 
their livestock.  The more they can understand about 
their operation including nutrient values of all feed, 
the better quality of meat they can provide to 
consumers in the state, county and world.  
  
Primary Contacts 
Katelyn Hain 
Extension Agent | Nelson County 
210 B. Ave W. Suite 101 
701-247-2521 
katelyn.hain@ndsu.edu 
 

Collaborators 
Miranda Meehan, Extension Livestock Environmental 
Stewardship Specialist 
Carl Dahlen, Extension Beef Cattle Specialist 
Angie Johnson, Steele County Extension Agent 
Megan Vig, Griggs County Extension Agent 
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