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Henry passed away suddenly and peacefully at his home in Grafton on 
Thursday, March 3rd, 2011 at 79 years of age.  Beloved husband of Jane 
DeJong (nee Greydanus). 

PICKSEED wishes to inform their customers of the passing of Henry 
DeJong.  Henry began selling PICKSEED in the early 1970’s and by the 
late 70’s was promoted to District Sales manager for Eastern Ontario, East 
Central Ontario, and Northern Ontario, including the Thunder Bay area.  
His passion for helping farmers grow a better forage and corn crop earned 
him the highest recognition at PICKSEED in 2008 as he was the recipient 
of the Sterling McKibbon Memorial Award. Henry retired as a District Sales 
Manager in the 90’s but stayed on as a salesman for Northern Ontario until 
just a few years ago.  PICKSEED wishes to thank all of Henry’s customers 
for their loyalty.

Making Hay In A Bullish Grain Market – 
Stepping Up Our Game
Joel Bagg, Forage Specialist, OMAFRA

The following information was presented by Joel Bagg, from the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Rural 
Affairs, to the PICKSEED agents of Ontario at our annual Winter meetings.  We would like to once again thank Joel 
for his time, and for providing this very informative article.

There is a great deal of optimism out 
there amongst cash croppers, as markets 
flirt with $6 corn and $12 soybeans. Side 
effects of this bullish market are higher 
fertilizer prices, increased demand for 
corn and soybeans land, and higher land 
rental rates. How will this impact our 
ability to produce profitable forages? 
What production strategies can we use to 
maintain our competitiveness? 

High Fertilizer Prices
Fertilizer prices peaked about 2 years 
ago at what seemed to be unaffordable 
levels, but then declined as the economy 
softened. However, prices are on their way 
up again. While prices are very volatile, this 

spring many of us could be paying in the 
neighbourhood of $600/T for urea, $825/T 
for MAP, and $700 for muriate of potash, 
plus application costs. 

Forage crops remove a lot of nutrients and 
therefore have high nutrient requirements. 
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With an alfalfa-grass mixture, the typical 
amount of phosphorous and potassium (P 
& K) removed per tonne of hay harvested is 
equivalent to about 14 lbs of P205  and 61 lbs 
of K2O. Therefore the value of the removal is 
currently close to 2.0¢ / lb ($44 / tonne) of dry 
hay harvested. As an example, assuming a 
mixed stand with a modest yield of 3.2 tonnes 
per year, hay will remove about 46 lbs of P205 
and 193 lbs of K2O, with a value of almost 
$140/acre. 

Without replacing P and K with manure or 
commercial fertilizer, the soil test will drop 
quickly. Assuming that it takes about 35 lbs/
ac of P205 and 20 lbs/ac of K20 to move the 
soil tests by 1 ppm on some soils, after only 4 
years the P soil test could drop by 5 ppm and 
the K by 38 ppm. At lower soil test levels, this 
is commonly referred to as “soil mining” and 
is not sustainable. Low soil P and K fertility 
significantly reduce forage yields. The short 
and long term costs of poor fertility are much 
higher than the cost of the fertilizer.  

Soil Analysis
Maintain reasonable P and K levels. Low 
fertility will significantly reduce the productive 
longevity of a stand.  Higher fertilizer prices 
require targeting your fertilizer applications 
more strategically. Use a recent soil test to 
guide fertilizer applications.  If the K soil test 
of the field is below 120 ppm, you can expect 
a yield response from top-dressing potassium. 
(http://www.omafra.gov.on.ca/english/crops/
pub811/3fertility.htm)

Nutrient Recycling In Manure
Livestock producers have an advantage 
in maintaining soil fertility where manure is 
available to apply during the rotation. The best 
option is still to spring apply manure to corn 
crops in the rotation. However, there are some 
potential advantages to applying liquid manure 
to forage crops, including yield and quality 
benefits, spreading the workload, reducing 
manure storage requirements, preventing soil 
compaction, and reducing environmental risk.

Need To Add Value To Marketed Hay
Hay producers that market hay off the farm 
need to consider the replacement cost of P and 
K removed in hay. They need to “add value” to 
their hay in the market place by producing a 
quality product. It just doesn’t make sense to 
produce and sell $20 round bales when they 

contain almost that much value in P and K.

Livestock will still need to be fed. Can the 
market pay the kinds of prices required to 
reflect high land and fertilizer prices? I don’t 
know, but if it doesn’t there may be a lot of  
hay acres move to other crops. 

Historically, standing hay has often been an 
excellent buy. The P and K removal alone 
means that the historic 1 - 2¢ / lb of standing 
hay is way under the mark today, even before 
considering an opportunity cost for land rental 
and amortized establishment costs.

Higher Land Costs
High cash crop prices are also driving up 
land rental rates as farmers compete for land. 
Many older hay fields are being rotated to corn 
and soybean to take advantage of the higher 
prices. Some of the more marginal fields may 
be improved with tile drainage. What will all 
this mean to hay availability and prices? Are 
we moving to an era when hay inventories are 
much tighter and prices are on the increase?

There is a wide range in land rental opportun-
ity costs across Ontario, from well over $200 
/ acre to less than $20. Assuming a $120 
rental rate for field that produces 3.6 tonnes 
of hay per year, the “land cost” portion would 

be about 1.5¢/lb. On the other hand, poorer 
land (likely not able to grow corn or soybeans) 
renting for $25/ac and yielding 2.3 tonnes 
would have a land cost of about 0.5¢/lb. 

Increase Forage Yields By Shortening  
The Rotation
Where land costs are significant, forage 
cost-of-production (COP) can be reduced by 
increasing yields per acre. It’s time to step-
up our forage management by improved 
establishment and weed control, and by 
scouting for insects and disease. Let’s give 
forages the same level of management that is 
given to other field crops.

Alfalfa yields are usually their highest the year 
following establishment, and then gradually 
decline with stand age due to disease, loss 
of vigour and plant thinning. By the 4th year 
following establishment, yields can often 
decline to about 75% of the maximum yield. 
The decline can be even more rapid and 
significant with aggressive cutting schedules. 
This yield loss wouldn’t be tolerated in any 
other crop without doing something about it, 
so neither should it be accepted with forages.

A strategy to manage higher land costs is to 
consider shortening the number of years of 
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Table 1 – Relative Costs Associated With Hay Production

More Productive Land 
4 Year Rotation  
3.6 tonnes / ac / year

Less Productive Land 
8 Year Rotation  
2.3 tonnes / ac / year

cents / lb of hay

Establishment costs 0.5 0.4

P & K removal 2.0 2.0

Land rental (opportunity cost)
	 $120 / ac
	 $ 25 / ac

1.5
n/a

n/a
0.5

Harvest (cutting, raking, baling, etc) 2.1 2.2

Storage 1.0 1.0

less N Credit (0.2)

Total Costs 6.9 6.1

Notes
•	 return to risk & management not included
•	 custom rates used in establishment & harvest costs
•	 these are generalizations for comparison and discussion purposes only - use your own 

assumptions and  calculations



forage in your rotation, and using the legume 
nitrogen credit when rotating into corn. The 
optimum maximum age of an alfalfa stand 
will vary, but many stands suffer from “old 
age”. Forage stands with greater than 50% 
legume content enable the grower to deduct 
100 lbs/ac of N from the following corn crop’s 
N requirements. That is currently equivalent 
to over $60/acre, significantly offsetting the 
additional forage establishment costs. Stands 
that are one-third to one-half legume get a N 
credit of about 55 kg/ha (50 lb/ac). Research 
shows that in addition to the nitrogen credit, 
there is a significant yield benefit of alfalfa 
plowdown to corn of about 10 - 15%.

Establishment Costs Relatively Small
As an example, establishment costs using 
custom rates for machinery operations, herbicide 
and seed costs that total $165/acre in a 4 year 
rotation at 3.6 tonnes / acre, are typically about 
0.5¢/ lb of hay. In many cases, this will represent 
only about 7% of the COP, far less than either 
fertility, land, harvest or storage. (Table 1)

Use Improved Varieties
While some farmers are reluctant to use 
improved forage varieties because of perceived 
high cost, forage seed actually represents a very 
small percentage of the total cost of producing 
forage. Seed costs of $63/acre (14 lbs @ $4.50) 
pencils out to only about 2.5% of the total COP. 
Using cheap seed is a poor strategy, particularly 
with high land costs. Buying “common seed” or 
varieties of poor or unknown performance is no 
bargain when considering the risk of lower yield 
or winterkill.

Improve Forage Quality
With increased costs and the importance of 
every forage acre counting, forage quality 
will be increasingly important. It just doesn’t 
make financial sense to spend the money 
to produce the forage and then lose quality 
to weather risk, poor harvest management 
and lack of storage. Cut early to avoid losing 
nutrient quality to advanced maturity. Use hay 
drying and silage technology and management 
to prevent harvest losses. Remove bales from 
the field as soon as possible. Store hay under 

cover and off the ground to prevent spoilage. 
It may be time to reconsider building that hay 
storage that you need.

Summary
Higher hay prices, and higher land, fertilizer 
and input costs requires us to do the best 
we can to grow, harvest and store our forage 
crops for maximum yield and quality, with 
minimum losses. Some strategies include:

•	 soil testing and managing P and K fertility,

•	 increasing yield with improved forage es-
tablishment, weed control, insect & disease 
management,

•	 shortening forage stand age in rotations 
and using the N credit,

•	 using improved varieties,

•	 improving quality by cutting early, and using 
hay drying and silage technology,

•	 storing hay off the ground and under cover, 
and 

•	 adding value to cash crop hay with quality, 
the right bale and marketing to cover higher 
costs.

Populations are on the Rise
Matt Anderson
PICKSEED  Manager, Product Development

Following record corn yields in the 2010 
growing season, the question once again going 
into this spring is how can we push our yields 
even higher?  As always, Mother Nature will 
be the main factor that will influence our yield, 
but the next strategy will be to increase our 
plant populations. With genetic improvements 
and significant trait advancements such as 
Genuity® SmartStax®, our corn hybrids have 
healthier stalks and roots, tolerance to drought 
and protection from insects and disease.  This 
allows populations to be increased as plants are 
now more capable of handling these stresses.

Research out of the University of Minnesota 
showed that increased populations have a very 

large impact on corn yield.  The yield increases 
from higher planting populations came mainly 
from increased light interception by the crop 
canopy during grain fill.  When populations 
were increased incrementally from 15,500 to 
32,500 the canopy light interception increased 
from 82 to 92% and yield increased from 157 
to 190 bushels per acre.

Ohio State University agronomist Peter 
Thomison is recommending a seeding rate 
of 32,000 plants per acre for fields planted in 
late April or early May that have a moderate 
potential for yield.  For very productive soils 
with a yield potential of 180 bushels or better, 
the population should be closer to 36,000-

37,000.  He states that “if a hybrid has a 

particular trait for an issue such as stalk quality, 

then the recommendations for higher planting 

rates should be followed”.

Peter Johnson, with the Ontario Ministry of 

Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs noted in 

the April issue of Top Crop Manager that “in 

the 1950’s, growers probably planted 18,000 

plants per acre; by the 1970’s, we were at 

24,000-26,000; now we’re talking 30,000 to 

31,000.  Plant populations have increased 

as corn has evolved over the years, and now 

it is time to consider another bump up the 

population ladder”. 



PICKSEED
1 Greenfield Rd., Box 304,
Lindsay, ON  K9V 4S3

Toll-Free: 1-800-661-4769
www.pickseed.com

Email subscription to The Forage Informer
We would be happy to include you on our 
growing list of those who subscribe to the email 
version of The Forage Informer.  Just contact 
us through our web site www.pickseed.com to 
let us know and we will send you The Forage 
Informer electronic version.

Join the PICKSEED Team
Have you considered a career in selling seed?  
Why not join the PICKSEED team.  PICKSEED 
has some key areas where we are looking for 
sales representatives in Eastern Canada.

Our sales agents have a broad range of 
background and experience and their talent, 
knowledge and emphasis on customer service 
combined with the quality and performance of 
our forage, hybrid corn and turfgrass varieties 
together makes and excellent recipe for 
success.

If you are interested, call PICKSEED’s provincial 
Sales Manager for more details.  Paul Wight 
519-717-2226 (Ontario and Atlantic provinces) 
or Victor Lefebvre 450-230-0815 (Québec).

About The Forage Informer
The Forage Informer is an information 
publication produced and distributed by 
PICKSEED.  It is available by mail in English 
and French versions or electronically in either 
language.  Call or email us and we will arrange a 
subscription and send you a copy of the Forage 
Informer in the language of your choice.

If you wish to subscribe contact Bonnie 
Benoit at 1-800-661-4769 or send your name 
and address to Bonnie Benoit PICKSEED, 1 
Greenfield Road, Lindsay, ON  K9V 4S3 or by 
email to bbenoit@pickseed.com.

L’Informateur Fourrager est disponible en 
version français et en anglais.  Vous pouvez 
nous demander la version voulue en vous 
addressant à l’addresse ci-haut.

Better Forage Profits; this has been the 
objective of Pickseed since the company 
was founded in 1947 by the late Otto & 
Marie Pick.

Today Pickseed operates an extensive 
entrepreneurial Canadian research & 
development program for forage crops 
with trials and product development 
at 8-10 sites across Canada. The data 
generated from this activity is valuable and 
productive, pointing the way for higher 
yields, better forage quality and long-term 
stewardship of our valuable land base.

It is our sincere effort to share this 
information with you, the ultimate user 
of these results. Some of this information 
involves variety descriptions and 
advantages, other data bites include 
agronomic suggestions for better yield, 
persistence and crop performance.

We believe the more broadly we can share 
this information the more benefits will flow.

To do this effectively we would add your 
name and email address to our data 
base and distribute this information 
electronically.

To participate in this initiative please send 
us your email address – Please email your 
address to pcraig@pickseed.com and 
soon you will be receiving these forage 
information bulletins.

Thank you

Peter Craig 
Vice President 
Eastern Canadian Agricultural Division 
Pickseed

Pickseed would like to add you to our email list 
to send you forage information updates

Visit the PICKSEED Web Site:  
The PICKSEED web site 
is up and running at  
www.pickseed.com. 
Please visit the site to take  
a look at the technical  
and product information  
provided there.


