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Winter feeding is one of the largest expenses on most 
cow-calf operations. With hay, fertilizer, fuel, and la-

bor costs continuing to challenge profitability, the cheapest 
feed you have is still standing in the pasture.

The decisions you make during August and September often 
determine whether your cows spend the winter graz-
ing forage or standing at a hay ring. By taking a proactive 
approach now, you can maximize grazing days, reduce hay 
feeding, and stretch your forage resources further into the 
winter months.

Here are five decisions to make before fall arrives that can 
have a significant impact on your winter feed bill.

1. Take Inventory of Your Forage Resources
You probably know exactly how many cows are on your 
farm today, but do you know how much forage you have 
available to feed them through winter?

Before fall arrives, take inventory of both your pasture and 
hay supplies. Walk your pastures and estimate how much 
forage is available. Evaluate pasture condition, identify fields 

that may be suitable for stockpiling, and consider how 
recent weather patterns may affect forage growth over the 
next several months.

At the same time, count your hay inventory and estimate 
how many tons of stored forage you have available. It is 
much easier to address a forage shortage in August than it 
is in January when hay prices are high and supplies may be 
limited.

Developing a simple forage budget can help you estimate 
whether your forage supply matches your herd’s needs. If 
you identify a potential shortage early, you have time to 
adjust your plan rather than reacting to an emergency later.

2. Don’t Overgraze Your Summer Pastures
As summer forage growth begins to slow, it can be tempt-
ing to leave cattle on a pasture a few extra days. However, 
grazing too short now can cost you later.

Bermudagrass and bahiagrass need adequate leaf area to 
continue producing energy and maintaining healthy root 
systems. When pastures are grazed too closely during late 
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summer, plants recover more slowly and enter the fall with 
fewer energy reserves.

Protecting residual forage height helps maintain stand vigor 
and encourages fall growth when rainfall returns. Healthy 
pastures also provide more opportunities for stockpiling 
and reduce the likelihood of stand loss or future renovation 
expenses.

Sometimes the most profitable thing you can do is move 
cattle sooner rather than later. Allowing forage plants ade-
quate recovery time now often pays dividends in the form 
of additional forage later.

3. Decide Which Fields You Can Stockpile
Every day your cattle harvest forage themselves is one less 
day you spend feeding hay.

Stockpiling forage is one of the most effective tools avail-
able for extending the grazing season and reducing winter 
feed costs. Rather than harvesting forage mechanically, 

storing it, and feeding it back to cattle, you allow the forage 
to accumulate in the field and let cattle do the harvesting.
If you have not already identified a stockpiling field, now is 
the time. Bermudagrass, bahiagrass, and tall fescue can all 
be stockpiled successfully, depending on your location and 
forage system.

Research conducted on Alabama farms has demonstrated 
that stockpiled warm-season perennial grasses can provide 
valuable grazing opportunities during the fall and early 
winter months. Even adding a few weeks of grazing can sub-
stantially reduce hay requirements and lower feeding costs.
As you develop a stockpiling plan, think about fertility 
needs, water availability, fencing requirements, and how 
cattle will access the forage when grazing begins.

4. Start Planning Your Cool-Season Forages
Although temperatures may still feel like summer, this is the 
time to start planning for winter grazing.

Successful cool-season forage systems begin long before 
the seed goes in the ground. Soil testing, fertility planning, 
seed selection, and field preparation should all happen well 
in advance of planting.

Before ordering seed, ask yourself a simple question: What 
do I need this forage to accomplish?

Do you need early grazing for weaned calves? Additional 
forage for spring-calving cows? Emergency forage if winter 
weather is challenging? The answer should guide your spe-
cies selection and planting strategy.

Cool-season annuals can provide some of the highest-qual-
ity forage available in your grazing system, but success de-

pends on proper planning and timely establishment. Waiting 
until planting season arrives often limits your options and 
can reduce forage production.

The best forage isn’t always the one that produces the 
most pounds per acre. It is the one that produces forage 
when your cattle need it most.

5. Take an Honest Look at Stocking Rate
Many forage problems can be traced back to one manage-
ment decision: stocking rate.

If you find yourself consistently feeding hay earlier every 
year, struggling to rest pastures, or dealing with overgrazed 
fields, it may be time to take a hard look at whether your 
forage resources match your animal numbers.

Late summer is an ideal time to evaluate your situation 
before winter arrives. Compare your available forage in-
ventory with expected winter demand. If resources appear 
limited, consider whether strategic culling, early weaning, or 
other management changes may be warranted.

These decisions are never easy, but they are often far less 
expensive when made proactively rather than after a forage 
shortage develops.

Matching animal demand with forage supply remains one of 
the most important tools you have for maintaining produc-
tive pastures and controlling winter feeding costs.

Final Thoughts
There is no single practice that will eliminate winter feeding 
costs. Most successful grazing operations reduce expenses 
through a series of sound management decisions made 
months before winter arrives.

If you take inventory of your forage resources, protect 
perennial pastures from overgrazing, stockpile forage where 
possible, plan ahead for cool-season annuals, and evaluate 
stocking rates honestly, you’ll be in a much better position 
when cold weather arrives.

Remember, cows harvest forage far more efficiently than 
tractors do. The more days you can keep cattle grazing, 
the fewer days you’ll spend feeding hay, and that can have a 
significant impact on your bottom line.

The decisions you make this fall may determine how much 
you spend feeding cattle this winter.

This article is furnished as a producer-directed goal of the Alabama State 
Checkoff. For more information on how beef checkoff dollars are working 
for you, contact the Alabama Cattlemen’s Association at 334-265-1867 
or visit our website at www.bamabeef.org.


