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Nitrates – Questions and Answers

Nitrate levels in forage will vary from year to year, crop to crop and even day to day.  Most nitrate problems are caused by stress being put on the plant during its growth cycle.  This stress may be from drought, insect infestation, disease, or herbicide application.  Plants can also be naturally high in nitrates if the plant is grown under high nitrogen fertility or heavily manured fields.  There can also be high variability in the field itself from one area to another.  The corners typically are higher in nitrates due to double passes with the seed and fertilizer.

The susceptibility of animals to nitrates varies considerably between species.  Monogastric animal can generally tolerate higher levels with no detrimental effect.  Also, within a species, individual animals can have different tolerance levels as well.  This makes the issue of what to do with high nitrates more difficult.

Generally, for nitrate levels in the mid range of 0.5% to 1.0%, the feed can be safely rationed to  pregnant cows by feeding on a 1:1 or 1:2 basis with a low nitrate forage.  For feedlot animals, the amount of forage included in the TMR is only 25 to 50% of the ration so it is quite safe to feed mid range levels.  For nitrates from 1% to 1.5% it is more difficult to ration down properly for pregnant cows and usually the only way to safely feed these levels is to tub grind and mix in a TMR.  For nitrates above 1.5% it is suggested not to feed to pregnant cows at all.

Other options for a high nitrate forage is to make it into silage.  The silaging process will tend to reduce nitrates in the forage, but ensure that the silage is tested again prior to feeding.  If the high nitrate silage is layered between low nitrate forages in a pit, this automatically dilutes down the overall effect by dilution with the other layers.

One other option for a high nitrate forage is to swath the forage, and leave it in the swath.  A ½’’ rainfall on the dried swath will usually wash about half of the nitrates out of the plants.  Nitrates are very water soluble and the rain will dissolve them out of the forage and leach them back into the soil.  The forage should then be tested to confirm the reduced nitrates and if safe, can be swath grazed or baled.

Feeding of a grain such as rolled barley will also help to reduce the nitrate poisoning effect.  The rumen micro-flora are better able to utilize nitrates when they have a good energy source such as starch from grain.
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