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Forage Testing – Nitrate Levels
The Situation 
Slope County experienced drought during the 2017 
growing season.  This resulted in a shortage of both 
grazing and hay production.  Many producers 
decided to make hay with drought-stressed plants, 
and a large amount of fields were grazed.  Nitrate 
can accumulate in forages, especially when plants 
are drought-stressed.  High nitrate levels in forage 
can cause toxicity issues for livestock, leading to 
increased abortions and death. 
 
Extension Response 
NDSU Extension Agent Shelby Hewson provided 
outreach and education on the issue of nitrate 
toxicity from forage through Facebook and during 
conversations with local producers.  She also 
provided links to current NDSU publications on the 
local Extension office website.  Hewson also offered 
to test forages for nitrate levels using the Nitrate 
QuikTest to help producers assess nitrate levels in 
their forage and the risk of feeding that forage to 
livestock.  Visits were made to collect different 
forage samples, and producers brought forage 
samples to the office.  Hewson provided one-on-one 
education to producers while gathering samples and 
conducting the nitrate tests. During these 
conversations, producers were asked if they 
understood the importance of nitrate testing of their 
forage, along with whether they understood how to 
interpret their results. 
 
Impacts 
75 forage samples were tested from 15 producers.  
93% of samples tested safe for nitrate levels. 

• 100% increased knowledge on the 
importance of testing for nitrate levels. 

• 93% saved money. 
o 80% didn’t have to purchase 

additional hay. 
o 93% extended their grazing time. 

• 100% will bring in samples next year. 
 

Feedback 
Producers’ comments: 

• I was able to rule out nitrate poisoning as a 
reason for livestock death. 

• Saved money by knowing I could safely 
feed all of my wheat bales. 

• I was able to utilize regrowth in a field, 
gaining more grazing. 

• Turned cows out onto a field within an hour 
of taking the forage sample in – thanks for 
the peace of mind. 

• Now I know how I need to approach mixing 
when grinding hay. 
 

Extending Knowledge 
Youth also need to develop an understanding of the 
importance of nitrate testing.  4-H members had the 
opportunity to complete tests at a 4-H meeting. 
 

 
 
Public Value Statement 
There are over 2 million acres of forage land in 
North Dakota that help support more than 1.8 
million cattle. The total value of agricultural products 
sold in the state is over $10 billion, making this 
industry a critical component of state and local 
economies. Providing tools and information that 
enhance the knowledge base and management 
skills of producers is critical in maintaining the 
sustainability and profitability of agricultural 
operations in our state. 
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