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Bale Grazing 

Bale grazing is a strategy of winter feeding where producers set bales of hay out in their fields without unrolling them for cows to 
graze. Some of the biggest benefits of bale grazing are the labor and time savings! Bale grazing can also improve degraded or poor 
soils by building organic matter.  Increasing organic matter leads to higher future production on bale grazed sites.  Bale grazing can 
be used on most sites where winter feeding is typically completed including both pasture and crop land.  
 
Bales are typically set every 3 to 7 days and cows are given ‘free choice’ to graze them during that time.  Feeding only every 3 to 7 
days greatly reduces labor demands and fuel consumption. Greater numbers of bales can be placed in the field and electric fencing 
can be used to allocate the bales according to a preferred feeding schedule. There are many variations to bale grazing and each 
operation will have to choose the best way to make bale grazing work for them.  Producers who use bale grazing on their opera-
tions say that their cows don’t eat any more than their typical ration and they have reduced the time it takes to feed by >50%, 
often amounting to thousands of dollars in labor and fuel savings, not to mention wear and tear savings on equipment.  
 
When bale grazing, cattle should be kept busy when the new bales are placed by unrolling one bale for them to feed on or by plac-
ing bales before cows are moved to the pasture. Take twine off bales when they are placed so that it doesn’t freeze onto the bales 
(Sisal twine can even be left on the bales). 
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• Saves time 

• Saves $ 

• Easier on equipment 

• Retains nutrients on site 

• Increase soil organic 
matter  

• Improves production on 
marginal sites 

Benefits: 

• Cost/time savings: One of the biggest benefits of bale grazing is the time 
and money savings! Instead of having to feed every day in the winter 
producers can feed every 3 to 7 days. This will also reduce fuel costs and 
wear and tear on equipment. Stats listed are from the Scott and Jodie 
Buxbaum of Crow Creek Ranch in Charlo, MT. 

• Improve soil: Bale grazing can be done on unproductive ground to add 
organic matter and nutrients. This increase in nutrients and organic 
matter can greatly increase future production on these sites. Sometimes 
it takes 1 to 2 years to see this production. Be patient, it’s worth it!   

• Nutrients retained in the field: A study by Paul Jungitsch at the University of Saskatchewan found that only 1% of nitrogen 

and 3% of phosphorous spread from a manure yard onto a pasture or field is retained. Whereas 34% of nitrogen from hay, 

38% of nitrogen from animal waste, 22% of phosphorous in hay and 26% from livestock waste was retained after bale grazing.  

Bale grazing keeps nutrients on the field right where you want them (Jungnitsch, 2008).  Nutrients = $. 

• Cows are more content: When bale grazing cows in general are more content.  They aren’t standing at the gate every morning 

waiting to be fed.  Many bale grazers say their cows spend less time rubbing on gates and damaging equipment and infrastruc-

ture.  They spend more of their time out grazing and picking through the bales. 

• Healthier Animals:  Many bale grazers report healthier animals because the animals are moving more, have more space and 

are out grazing instead of in a typical feedlot type situation. 

• Flexibility: Bale grazing allows the operator to set the feeding schedule, not the cows.  Leaving town is easier because you 

don’t have to feed each morning.  On busy weeks or on holidays/events you can set out more bales and stretch the times be-

tween feeding. 

Example of savings: Crow Creek Ranch, Charlo 

• Time: 

• Before: 4.5hr/day feeding (31.5 hr/wk) 

• Now: 7 hours/week  

• Savings: 24.5 hrs. = $294.00/week 

• Fuel: 

• Before:  75 gallons/week ($225.00/wk) 

• Now:  15 gallons/week ($45.00/wk) 

• Savings:  60 gal./week ($180.00/wk) 

• Total Savings: 

• $474.00 per week 

• $1,896.00 per month 

• $5,688.00 for 3 months!  

Bale Grazing 

Figure 2. After bale grazing in a hay field.          Figure 1. Bale grazing in action.   
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Bale Grazing 

• Hay quality:  Heavy post-bale residue is typically not a prob-
lem when bale grazing.  However, if supplementing high 
quality hay with some straw, expect the straw bales to be 
left with significant residue.  As always, clean, weed-free 
hay is preferred.  

• Recovery: In the spring, make sure to give the pasture that 
is fed on plenty of rest. Let plants grow up to at least 6” 
before going back to graze. 

• Don’t feed on native rangeland 

• Improve unproductive ground: Bale grazing can be used to 
help improve bare, weedy ground by adding organic matter 
and nutrients.  Focus bale grazing on areas that are in need 
or repair.  Typically, avoid bale grazing in highly productive 
alfalfa fields. 

• Residue: If there is a lot of residue left over you might try 

feeding less next time, feeding different hay, or feeding 

longer on that amount of hay. If remaining residue is too 

great in some areas, you can harrow them in the spring. 

• Don’t place bales in drainages or near waterways because 

runoff from manure may enter the water. 

• Move around, try to feed in different spots each year.  Fo-

cus on the most unproductive fields or parts of fields.  

• Use bale grazing to jump start marginal areas.  Bale grazing 

not only increases organic matter and nutrients in each ar-

ea, but it can also help reseed areas if the hay that is fed 

was allowed to go to seed before harvest. 

Things to consider: 

 Figure 4.  After bale grazing in a pasture. Figure 3. After bale grazing in  cropland.                                

Misconceptions: 

• Bale Grazing wastes hay.  Cows won’t eat it all.   

Counter-Point: Most bale grazers don’t feed any more hay 

than they normally would.  Cattle do a good job cleaning the 

bale grazed areas and will often come back to those areas 

after several days or weeks and pick through them again.  In 

fact, many bale grazers feed less hay than normal and en-

courage their cows to winter graze within the bale grazed 

pastures.  Reserving a field for winter grazing and bale graz-

ing within in it is an excellent option to reduce winter feed-

ing bills. 

• Bale grazing creates more weeds. 

Counter-Point:  Most bale grazers say the opposite after 

several years of bale grazing.  The first year after bale graz-

ing it is not uncommon for annual weeds to pop up in the 

grazed areas, however by the second year those same areas 

are typically much more productive than the rest of the 

fields.  The additional organic matter and nutrients create a 

jump start to the areas and can significantly increase pro-

duction. 

• It won’t work for me. 

Counter-Point: Bale grazing isn’t for everyone, but it is great 

for some producers willing to think outside the box and try 

something different.  As with any change, there are bound 

to be challenges but the benefits of bale grazing might out-

weigh the challenges for your operation.  But there is only 

one way to find out… 
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Bale Grazing 

1 Month After Bale Grazing:           3 Months After Bale Grazing:         4 Months After Bale Grazing: 

Bale Grazing Examples: 

Below is an example of Bale Grazing near Stanford, MT. Bale Grazing was done in February and the pictures were taken in the 
same spots in March, May, and June (1, 3, and 4 months after Bale Grazing).  

2 Years After Bale Grazing This site had Japanese brome and was bale 
grazed in 2018. In 2019 when this picture was 
taken a lot of the Japanese brome is gone and 

more smooth brome was growing in. 
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For More Information: Ronan NRCS Field Office and Lake County Conservation District - (406) 676-2841 

Examples of bale grazing in the winter 

Residue left after bale grazing in early spring 

Bale grazed 

area green up 

in the spring 

Bale Grazing 
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Producer quotes, better after pictures 


