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Fall alfalfa irrigation 
By Ben Beckman

Nebraska Extension

As temperatures cool this fall, don’t be 
too quick to shut irrigation off on alfalfa, 
especially if the soil profi le is dry.

Alfalfa water use drops considerably as 
temperatures cool. During peak summer 
growth, plants may use around a third of 
an inch of water per day, while fall demand 
may drop closer to a tenth of an inch. 
While that may seem like a reason to stop 
irrigating, it’s worth a closer look.

Fall irrigation in alfalfa has two benefi ts, 
but both depend on having room in the soil 
profi le for additional water. Because alfalfa 
is a perennial and can continue growing 
into the fall until a hard freeze, adequate 
soil moisture can help plants maintain 
healthy roots and prepare for winter. Fall 
irrigation can also rebuild soil moisture 

depleted during the growing season. Alfalfa 
has a deep root system, and water stored 
deeper in the profi le can provide a valuable 
reserve when growth and 
water demand increase 
again next summer.

Irrigate based on 
soil moisture, not the 
calendar. If the profi le 
is already full, adding 
more water provides little 
benefi t. If soils are dry, fall 
can be an effi cient time 
to rebuild those reserves 
before freeze-up.

Also keep soil texture in mind. Coarser 
soils may take water quickly but hold less, 
while fi ner-textured soils generally hold 
more water but may take it in more slowly. 
And don’t forget to keep local irrigation 
restrictions in mind.

For more information, see Nebraska 
Extension NebGuide G1778, Irrigation 
Management and Crop Characteristics of 

Alfalfa.

Fall thistle control 
By Ben Beckman

Nebraska Extension

Did you spray thistles this past 
spring or summer? If so, it may 
be worth revisiting those areas. 
New plants or regrowth may have 
shown up, and late September 
through early November can be 

a good time for thistle control in pastures 
and hayland.

For biennial thistles like musk, 
plumeless, bull, and Scotch thistle, 
look for small, fl at rosettes close to the 
ground. Controlling these rosettes now can 
prevent plants from bolting, fl owering, and 
producing seed next year.

Canada thistle is a little different. This 
creeping perennial spreads through both 

seed and an extensive root system. Fall is 
one of our best opportunities for control 
because actively growing plants are moving 
nutrients back into their roots for winter, 
helping systemic herbicides reach that 
underground system.

Several herbicides are labeled for 
thistle control, including GrazonNext 
HL, Milestone, Chaparral, DuraCor, and 
Tordon 22K. Product effectiveness varies 
by thistle species, so match the product 
to the weed and site being treated. For 
current options, rates, and restrictions, 
check Nebraska Extension’s EC130 Weed 
Management Guide and always follow label 
directions.

Remember, one fall treatment probably 
won’t eliminate an established problem. 
Scout again next spring and continue 
timely control to prevent seed production 

UNLUNL
F O R A G E 
M I N U T E

Consider leaving some corn standing for the cows when combining
By Aaron Berger

Nebraska Extension Educator

This year’s dry conditions have 
impacted hay and forage production, 
meaning corn residue grazing will be in 
high demand after this year’s harvest. 

Drought conditions have lead to yields 
that in many places are only a third 
to half of the long-term average and in 
some places farther west even less.  This 
means for many cow-calf producers, there 
will be very little fall and winter grazing 
available. Hay also will be in short supply. 

Demand for corn residue grazing will 
exceed supply in many locations.  

While forage prices are high, corn 
prices are currently near the cost of 
production. When both forage and other 
feed options are considered, corn in many 
cases is the most economical energy 
source available for feeding the cow herd. 

This sets up a scenario where 
purposefully leaving some corn standing 
in the fi eld to be gleaned directly by 
the cows while also grazing residue could be a way to 
signifi cantly increase the number of grazing days a fi eld 
could provide. 

A rule of thumb is that for every 100 bushels of 
corn yield that is in a fi eld, there are approximately 

25-30 grazing days available of husks and leaves for 
1,300-pound cows. However, if with corn residue, cows 
are given 11 pounds of corn per day of standing grain 
through strip grazing, the number of days of feed available 
could be increased by 1.5 to 2 times. 

In this situation, the harvested area of 
residue needed could be allocated along 
with a daily delivered strip of standing 
corn. In addition, a supplement could 
be provided daily in a pound or more 
of a feed that contains the ionophore 
monensin along with vitamins, minerals, 
and additional protein. Under these 
conditions, supplementing non-protein 
nitrogen in the form of urea would be an 
option to meet rumen degradable protein 
needs of the cows, as the microbes in the 
rumen could effectively utilize the nitrogen 
with the readily available energy from the 
corn.  

Cows coming out of drought-stressed 
pastures are likely going to be thin and 
would benefi t greatly from this type of 
feeding scenario to gain weight going 
into the fall and winter and put on body 
condition prior to calving.  Having corn 
standing in the fi eld also provides a 
readily available feed resource that will 
stick out above the snow should the 
winter bring much needed precipitation. 

Cow owners could calculate how much corn will be 
needed and buy bushels of standing corn by the acre from 

UNL photo by Troy Walz
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Pillen points to challenges, opportunities of technology in agriculture
By R.J. Post

Grand Island Independent

At a show with 80 acres exhibiting the latest and 
greatest in agricultural technology, Gov. Jim Pillen 
looked back on his childhood and a tractor that his 
father bought.

“I was 5 years old. I can remember my father 
buying a John Deere 630, which was one of the fi rst 
tractors with power steering,” Pillen said Wednesday 
at Husker Harvest Days. “So, I've been in agriculture 
my whole life. I think I have a lot of experience.”

A classic row-crop tractor built from 1958 to 
1960, the Model 630 heralded the fi nal era of John 
Deere's two-cylinder engine lineup.

“I'm the fi rst governor of Nebraska in 100 years 
that's made my living in agriculture,” said Pillen, 
who is a veterinarian as well as a livestock producer. 
“I think I get it.”

But his talk during “The Nebraska Farmer Hour” 
in the Hospitality Tent sounded notes of both praise 
and caution for the role of technology in modern 
agriculture.

On the cautious side, he explained the rationale 
behind LB525, the Agricultural Data Privacy Act, 
which the Legislature passed into law in April.

“We're all in the technology business,” Pillen said. 
“It's mind-boggling to me when I get in a combine and all 
the data that's in that combine. I'm sorry, I don't want 
John Deere to have my data.”

No publicly traded company should own a farmer’s 
data, he said.

“As a farmer, that's my data. That's your data. We own 
the data. We control the data,” Pillen said. “That's what 
this Ag Data Privacy Bill did, and nobody else can get it.”

Whoever has the data can have a big impact, he said, 
and they may make decisions that are not in the interest 
of family farms.

“Ninety-fi ve percent of Nebraska agriculture is owned by 
family farmers and ranchers. It's really, really important 
that it stays that way,” Pillen said. “I'm committed to 
defending the family farmers and ranchers.”

On the other hand, he praised Husker Harvest 
Days for showing “the extraordinary innovation and 
entrepreneurship that takes place in the greatest industry 
in the State of Nebraska, agriculture.”

“When you think about cattle, when you think about 
ethanol, the bioeconomy, energy being made from manure 
from cattle and pigs in the form of renewable natural gas, 
all of the things taking place, making polypropylene from 
ethanol, making amino acids from ethanol,” Pillen said. 

“It's so exciting. It's 
incredible.”

Nebraska’s ethanol 
industry has gone 
into what Pillen called 
“Generation 2.”

“Now we are able to 
take ethanol and make 
new biodegradable 
plastics from lactic 
acid that is made from 
ethanol. We're able 
to make amino acid 
lysine from ethanol,” 
he said. “We have a 
great opportunity to 
disrupt the supply 
chain. Almost all our 
polypropylene comes 
from China. We have 
an opportunity to make polypropylene from Nebraska 
ethanol.

“Those are all things that are right around the corner 
from happening,” Pillen said.

Asked by state FFA offi cers about the challenges and 
opportunities posed by the growth of technology over 
the next 10 years, the governor said, “Everything's 
technology. We're in the technology business, raising 
corn, raising cattle.”

“But I think that sometimes we get so enamored in 
technology, we forget how important communication 
is. We forget how important it is to have eyeball-to-
eyeball communication,” Pillen said. “I worry about 
technology overtaking the most common basic 
instincts of humanity: relationships, love, caring about 
each other.”

As for opportunities, he pointed to those provided 
by the ONE RED (Opportunity for Nebraska: Reducing 
Emissions and Decarbonization) program, which was 
established in 2024.

The initiative managed by the Nebraska Department 
of Water, Energy and Environment and funded by a 
$307 million grant from the Environmental Protection 
Agency seeks to lower greenhouse gas emissions and 
fund clean energy projects.

“It's a really great opportunity,” Pillen said. ONE 
RED can protect the Ogallala Aquifer while improving 
water quality and access for communities and 
agriculture.

“We have 70,000 center pivots. We're all guilty. We've 
probably at times used more water, which means in 

some soils we would push the nitrates 
down,” he said. “Now we can pump the 
nitrates out of the groundwater, put less 
nitrogen on, still have great crops, save 
money, fi x water quality and make sure 
that we don't overirrigate.”

He called the program “a game 
changer.”

“It really, really will make a big 
difference with improving yields, 
improving water quality and decreasing 
the amount of water we use,” Pillen said.

To help the beef industry recover from 
the devastating wildfi res in western 
Nebraska, Pillen advocated opening 
Conservation Reserve Program acres for 
grazing and providing low-interest loans 
for beef producers under 30 years old.

“We have to bring young people back 
to the forage land,” he said.

“Those are things I believe that government should do 
because it's about food security,” Pillen said. “Family-farm 
success is equal to food security, and those are things we 
need to do.”

The Independent photo by Emilee Arnold

Nebraska Gov. Jim Pillen talks to state FFA offi cers and an audience about 
the future of agriculture Sept. 16 during Husker Harvest Days. During his talk, 
Pillen sounded notes of both praise and caution for the role of technology in 
modern agriculture.

The Independent photo by Emilee Arnold

Nebraska Gov. Jim Pillen greets state FFA offi cers as they 
join him in conversation about the future of agriculture.

All new members appointed to Nebraska Brand Committee
New state law in Nebraska set 

up guidelines for a Nebraska Brand 
Committee with seven representatives 
instead of fi ve. With that, Gov. Jim Pillen 
announced new appointments effective 
Aug. 28. 

The group now includes fi ve cattle 
producers, plus the owner or operator 
of a feedlot and the owner of a livestock 
auction market. The secretary of state as 
well as the director of agriculture serve as 
ex-offi cio members.  

Terms for the new members are 
staggered starting out. Following those 
initial appointments, members will each 
serve a four-year term.  Any appointments 
to the committee are subject to legislative 
confi rmation.

The purpose of the Brand Committee is 

to protect Nebraska brand and livestock 
owners from the theft of livestock 
through established brand recording, 
brand inspection and livestock theft 
investigation.

Governor’s appointments and initial 
terms:

District 1: Ben Holliday, two-year term
District 2: Jed Connealy,  three-year 

term
District 3: Kraig Freeman,  four-year 

term 
District 4: Dr. Kip Lukasiewicz, four-

year term 
District 5: Jordan Feller, two-year term
Registered Feedlot Owner: Larry 

“Doug” Sheppard, three-year term
Livestock Auction Owner: Todd 

Eberle, four-year term

and reduce the infestation over time.

Late summer annual grasses 
By Ben Beckman

Nebraska Extension

Late summer is often when annual 
grasses like foxtail, sandbur, and 
barnyardgrass become especially 
noticeable in pastures. They commonly 
show up where grass stands are thin, 
animal traffi c is heavy, or overgrazing has 
left open space.

By this time of year, control options are 
limited. Annual grasses are diffi cult to 
selectively remove from established grass 
pastures, and many plants are already 
producing seed. If seed has not matured, 

mowing may help reduce seed production.
Long-term control starts with 

maintaining a healthy, competitive 
pasture. Proper stocking rates and 
adequate recovery between grazing periods 
help desirable grasses fi ll open space and 
reduce opportunities for annual grasses to 
establish.

Where annual grasses remain a 
problem, identify the species and plan 
ahead. For many summer annual grasses, 
herbicide control means using a labeled 
pre-emergence product next spring, timed 
before germination. Once plants emerge, 
selective control in a grass pasture 
becomes much more diffi cult.

Annual grasses may be easy to notice 
now, but late summer is often too late for 
much direct control. Focus on limiting 
seed production, improving pasture 
competition, and planning for earlier 
control next year.

FORAGE MINUTE
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9
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With more than five decades of experience building grain handling products, Brent has earned a
reputation for innovation and quality. From the dual-auger Avalanche® with pivoting unloading

auger to the single-auger V-Series grain carts with superior unloading visibility and more,
we push the limits of technology to create products you can depend upon each

and every harvest.

HARVESTWITH THE

POWEROFBRENT®

grain carts

Unverferth Manufacturing Co., Inc.
P.O. Box 357 • Kalida, OH 45853 • Unverferth.com VISIT BRENTEQUIP.COM OR SEE YOUR NEAREST DEALER FOR MORE INFORMATION.

SCAN TO

LEARN MORE.

V-SERIES
SINGLE-AUGER
GRAIN CART

FROM 1,500- TO
800-BUSHEL
CAPACITIES

AVALANCHE
DUAL-AUGER
GRAIN CART

FROM 2,500- TO 1,100-
BUSHEL CAPACITIES

the farmer they rent corn stalks from.  

The economics of leaving strips of standing corn
When considering the economics of grazing strips of 

standing corn with residue, there are several questions 
that need to be asked.  

1. What is the cost of the next alternative feed option 
of comparable quality delivered to the cow compared to 
grazing standing corn and residue in the fall or winter?  

2. What are the benefi ts of reduced expenses by 
harvesting standing strips of the crop with cattle versus 
combining and hauling the grain? For example, the 
2026 Nebraska Agricultural Custom Rates report states 
harvesting irrigated corn is 32 cents per bushel and 
hauling is 15 cents per bushel for a total of 47 cents per 
bushel or $94 per acre for harvesting costs if the crop 
yields 200 bushels per acre.  

3. What is the value of grazing and recycling nutrients 
being consumed from grain and stover back on the fi eld 
as fertilizer (manure and urine) at today’s prices? Around 
0.70 pounds of nitrogen, 0.31 pounds of phosphate, 0.27 
pounds of potassium, and 0.6 pounds of sulphur are in 
one bushel (56 pounds) of corn grain.  

Quick math for an irrigated corn crop grazed in the fall 
and winter with dry cows. 

A 200-bushel corn crop at $5 per bushel and corn 
residue grazing at $35 per acre generates a gross value of 
$1,035 per acre.  
 Gross Value per Acre of Grain Harvest and Grazing Residue $1035 
 Reduced Harvest Expense of not Combining and Hauling Corn     ($94) 
 Estimated Value of Corn Grain Nutrients Retained (30% of N, 80% of P,K,S) 

($110) 
 Value per Acre of Standing Corn to Equal the Value of Crop After Credits   $831  

  $831 per Acre per 200 Bushel Corn equals $4.16 per Bushel or about 7 cents per 
Pound of Corn 

Cow costs per day 
 11 pounds of corn at 7 cents per pound equals 77 cents 
 20 pounds of residue at 2 cents per pound equals 40 cents 
 2 pounds per day of protein/mineral/ionophore equals 50 cents
 Total feed per day per cow equals $1.67 

Spring calving cows with calves having been weaned 
would be estimated to be gaining around 1.5 pounds per 
head per day on this feeding plan. The old saying, “The 
eye of the master fattens the ox” applies to this situation. 
The amount of area needed will vary depending on cow 
body condition, residue in the fi eld and weather as grazing 
progresses. 

For comparison, providing cows an average grass hay 
at $200 per ton, having a TDN energy value of 55% and 
crude protein at 8%, along with 3 pounds per head per 
day of a DDG cube at $375 per ton, would have similar 
performance and cost about $3.75 per head per day. 

What are the logistics? 
How could this work? Let’s assume an irrigated 

cornfi eld with a 200-bushel yield. If the farmer harvests 
all the corn on an acre, there are approximately 50 to 
60 days of grazing per acre of husks and leaves for one 
1300-pound cow. If in addition to residue, 11 pounds of 
standing corn is targeted to be allocated per day per cow, 
1/1,000 of an acre of 200-bushel corn yield would provide 
the desired amount of grain. If corn is planted on 30-inch 
rows, 17 feet, fi ve inches is 1/1000th of an acre. 

For 100 cows, being allocated 11 pounds per day of 
200-bushel corn, 0.1 acres of standing corn is needed. If 
the 100 cows are provided with 20 pounds of leaves and 
husk to go along with the corn, approximately 1 acre of 

harvested corn residue should meet this need along with 
the corn husk and leaf available from the grazed standing 
corn. 

Because of the corn being supplied, cows can be 
expected to eat a greater percentage of the corn residue 
in the fi eld, utilizing more of the cobs and corn plant tops 
and still achieve acceptable performance. This level of 
residue utilization is greater than what would be targeted 
if only corn residue without grain was being grazed. Cows 
should be worked up to 11 pounds of corn over a 7-to-10-
day period, increasing the amount of corn the cows are 
consuming daily to reduce the risk of acidosis.  

Strategic planning of where standing corn strips are 
to be left in the fi eld in relation to the water source 
and prevailing wind can help make the most of this 
opportunity. After harvest, when standing corn strips are 
left, calculate the area needed daily for the allocation of 
standing corn and use a tractor with a front-end loader 
or a UTV to lay down alleys. This allows for building 
temporary fence across standing corn rows, so cows can 
see the wire and keep standing corn from being knocked 
down into the temporary electric fence.  

In terms of fencing for strip grazing, quality geared reels 
with polywire or braid, step in posts, and solar chargers 
are tools that are benefi cial to make this practice effective. 
This scenario is also one that would lend itself well to the 
use of virtual fence technology. The outside traditional 
boundary electric fence would still be needed, but cows 
could be moved internally with virtual fence collars, being 
given the desired amount of standing corn and harvested 
corn residue daily.  

The thought of purposefully leaving strips of standing 
corn in the fi eld for cows to graze directly may be a bit 
of a mental stretch for both the farmer and cow owner. 
However, with current prices for corn and the market 
value of limited hay and other forages, it looks to be one of 
the most cost-effective options available for putting weight 
on cows, stretching corn residue resources and getting 
cows fed through this fall and winter.  

CORN FOR COWS
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 9
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