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Context For This Factsheet 
This forage fact is part of the project for 
Improving Productivity & Profitability of 
Forages. It outlines one method of 
assessing your forage composition and 
plant counts / densities. The description 
below provides a quick and easy method 
that can be used to monitor any changes to 
your forage that you are trying to initiate. 

Materials Needed: 

 hula hoop 
 skeet 
 Monitoring or grazing or   

meter stick 
 brightly coloured duct tape 

(see Forage Fact #109) 
 6.6ft or 2m  rope attached 

to top of monitoring stick 
 pen & field book/ data sheet 

Relevant Factsheets: 

Forage Fact #110:  
    Locating Field Benchmarks   
    for Monitoring 

 

Forage Fact #111:  
    How Photogenic is Your  
    Forage? 

 

Forage Fact #112:  
    Estimating Forage Yields  
    Yourself 

“I was happy with my  
forage species but  

disappointed with  
my hay yield.  

By taking a closer look  
at what was happening  

in my field,  
I saw a means of  

improving production“.  
Ron Buchannan,  
Lower Cache, BC 

Step 3: Count the number of individual plants that 
there are of each type. If the goal was to establish 
a new forage seeding, the forages that were seed-
ed are individually counted. If the goal is to control 
weeds, the weeds are counted inside the hoop 
and in a wider circle, using a 6.6ft or 2m rope    
attached to the top of the stick. This will be        
discussed in more detail in a future fact sheet. 
  

Step 4: Measure the approximate heights & / or 
growth stage of the desirable or undesirable plants 
you are focusing on. 
 

Step 5: Note other details in the area around 
benchmark that may be relevant in interpreting 
results to field scale.  

Procedure 
Step 1: Locate the benchmark that 
you are monitoring and lay down the 
hula hoop. Decide which plants are 
desirable forages, and which plants 
or weeds are undesirable. 
 

Step 2: Record the percentage of 
the different types of ground cover 
within the hoop area in terms of:  
% of Bare ground & light litter 
% of Dead plants & heavy litter 
% of Manure 
% of Desirable plants 
% of Undesirable plants 

A general rule of thumb: for the hula hoop size we 
used (27 “ diameter) was: 
5 % = a closed fist  
10 % = a hand spread open  

Carolyn Derfler (& Albert) counting 
the # of birdsfoot trefoil plants. 

Erin Maxfield estimating the % of desirable &    
undesirable plants in Clarkes’ hay field. 

Sandra Burton & Ron Buchanan discuss-
ing which are the desirable forages. 
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Table 1: Percentage of  Ground Cover at Schneiders’ Sainfoin Demo Plot 

Bench-
mark or 
Position 

GPS Bare Ground  
& Light  
Litter % 

Dead Plants/ 
Heavy Litter 

% 

Manure 
% 

Desirable 
Plants % 

Undesirable 
Plants % 

A1 
upper 

454 35% 0 0 50% 15%  
dandelion & 
stinkweed 

A 2 mid  453 25% 0 0 65% 10% 

A 3 lower 452 25% 0 0 55% 20% 

Table 2: Types & Numbers of Desirable Forage Plants at Schneiders’ Sainfoin Demo Plot 

Benchmark 
or Position 

GPS # of desirable 
grasses  

# of desirable 
legumes 

# of desirable 
grains 

# of desirable 
forage plants 

Comments  

A1 
upper 
slope 

454 10 grasses -  
timothy & meadow 

bromegrass 

1 sainfoin 
2 alfalfa 
1 pea 

9 oats 23 Peas 6-22”, alfalfa 6”, sainfoin 3”. A lot more 
grasses are growing between fence post & 
landmark in low area. Walking around 
benchmark, it is  harder to find sainfoin.  

A2 
mid 

slope 

453 8 orchard grass  
4 meadow  

bromegrass 
9 timothy 

 4 oats 25 Oats12” high & just heading out,   orchard 
grass 5”.  
This half of the field has more grasses, less 
oats and a only a few sainfoin & alfalfa. 

A3 
lower 
slope 

452 16 timothy 3 alfalfa 
5 clover  

2 oats 26 Oats 9” high, alfalfa is tiny, sainfoin nearby & 
perhaps a couple in hoop. Some legumes 
regrowing after hailstorm but plants too tiny 
to identify. 

Here is an example to illustrate the 
steps outlined on page 1. Fred 
Schneider’s questions last fall were:  
How well had the desired legumes 
(sainfoin & alfalfa) established and 
regrown after being hailed out?  
Should he top dress more seed onto 
the pasture?  

 

In Table 1 it is clear that there is 25 
to 35% bare ground & only 50 to 
60% of the desired plants. 

Exploring the Procedure to Assess Your Forage Density with an Example  

In Table 2, we collected more detail about the desired forage plants. There are only a few sainfoin and alfalfa 
in each hula hoop count that survived the hailstorm 2 weeks after seeding and emerging. These assessments 
were one tool to assist the Schneiders in deciding to topdress some extra alfalfa/ sainfoin seed mix onto their 
snow covered pasture in the fall of 2017. This is one method that we use for many of the PRFA of BC’s      
demos to assess the density and health of the forage response to a seeding or a management treatment. 


